Professionalizing Service Provision : The Field of Social Work in Urban China by Han, Ling
UC San Diego
UC San Diego Electronic Theses and Dissertations
Title
Professionalizing Service Provision : The Field of Social Work in Urban China
Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/388729pv
Author
Han, Ling
Publication Date
2015
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation
eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO 
 
 
Professionalizing Service Provision: The Field of Social Work in Urban China 
 
 
A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the  
requirements for the degree Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 
in 
 
 
 
 
Sociology 
 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
 
Ling Han 
 
 
 
 
 
Committee in charge: 
 
Professor Richard Madsen, Chair  
Professor Richard Biernacki 
Professor Kwai Ng 
Professor Paul Pickowicz 
Professor Nancy Postero 
Professor Christena Turner  
 
 
 
2015 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright 
 
Ling Han, 2015 
 
All rights reserved.  
  iii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Dissertation of Ling Han is approved, and it is acceptable in quality and form for 
publication on microfilm and electronically: 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
                     Chair  
   
University of California, San Diego 
 
2015 
 
 
  iv 
DEDICATION 
 
 
 
 
For my parents 
 
  
  v 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Signature Page ................................................................................................................... iii 
Dedication .......................................................................................................................... iv 
Table of Contents ................................................................................................................ v 
List of Abbreviations ........................................................................................................ vii 
List of Figures .................................................................................................................. viii 
List of Tables ..................................................................................................................... ix 
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................. x 
Vita .................................................................................................................................... xii 
Abstract of the Dissertation ............................................................................................. xiii 
Chapter 1 Introduction to the Field of Social Work in Urban China .................................. 1 
The Story of a North Drift Social Worker ...................................................................... 3 
The Social Work Boom .................................................................................................. 6 
Historical Context: Community Service Provision in Contemporary China ................ 10 
Governing Social Stability through Reforming Service Provision ............................... 13 
The Field of Social Work .............................................................................................. 17 
The Case of Beijing Social Work: Data and Methods .................................................. 23 
Summary of Findings .................................................................................................... 26 
Chapter Overview ......................................................................................................... 28 
Chapter 2 Socialist Social Work ....................................................................................... 34 
The Genealogy Approach to “Social Work” ................................................................ 36 
Contextualizing Discourses of Social Work ................................................................. 38 
Periodization of The Meanings of Social Work ........................................................... 42 
Pre-PRC Social Reform Work, pre-1949 ...................................................................... 45 
Social Work as Home Affairs Work, 1949-1977 .......................................................... 48 
Social Work as Civil Affairs Work, 1978-1988 ........................................................... 56 
The Absence of “Social Work” Discourse in Public Media, 1989-1999 ...................... 64 
Professionalizing Social Work and Community Work, 2000-2005 ............................. 72 
Hybrid Identities of Social Work Before 2006 ............................................................. 77 
Chapter 3 Let One Hundred Flowers Bloom: State-Led Professional Social Work ......... 80 
Social Workers for the Harmonious Socialist Society .................................................. 82 
Social Work for Social Management and the People’s Livelihood, 2006-2010 ........... 83 
Professional Social Work, 2011-2015 .......................................................................... 90 
  vi 
The State-led Professionalization of Social Work Post-2006 ....................................... 99 
Chapter 4 Centralizing Social Work Agencies ............................................................... 102 
The Beijing Model of Social Work Agency Development ......................................... 104 
College-Affiliated SWAs and NGO-Affiliated SWAs ............................................... 109 
Social Work Agencies in Beijing ................................................................................ 112 
Specialized Service through Central Coordination ..................................................... 115 
Contingent Professionalization in the University District .......................................... 125 
Controlled Development of Social Work Agencies .................................................... 132 
Chapter 5 Decentralizing Social Work Agencies ........................................................... 134 
Comprehensive Service and Low Institutionalization ................................................ 136 
Bounded Diversification to Serve Diversity ............................................................... 145 
Diverse Channels of SWA Establishment .................................................................. 146 
Chapter Summary ....................................................................................................... 154 
Chapter 6 Strangers in the Community: Social Workers, Old Street Bureaucracies, and the 
Re-organization of Community Life in Urban China ..................................................... 156 
Models of Community Practice .................................................................................. 157 
The Role of Social Workers in the Community .......................................................... 162 
Patterns of Community Interaction ............................................................................. 164 
The Case of a Family Alliance .................................................................................... 181 
The Case of Happy Community ................................................................................. 185 
Potential for Community Change ............................................................................... 187 
Chapter 7 Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 190 
The Place of Social Work ........................................................................................... 193 
Social Work as a Social Service Innovation ............................................................... 195 
Isomorphic Pressure To Provide For the State ........................................................... 196 
NGOs Incorporating Social Work .............................................................................. 197 
Toward a Dynamic Study of State-Society Relations ................................................. 200 
References ....................................................................................................................... 202 
 
  
  vii 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
CASW   China Association of Social Workers 
 
CASWE  China Association for Social Work Education 
 
CBO   Community-Based Organization 
 
CCP   Chinese Communist Party 
 
CPC   Communist Party of China 
 
CRC   Community Resident’s Committee 
 
CSR   Corporate Social Responsibility 
 
HKPU   Hong Kong Polytechnic University  
 
MOCA  Ministry of Civil Affairs 
 
MSW   Master of Social Work 
 
NGO   Non-Governmental Organization 
 
NPO   Nonprofit Organization 
 
PKU   Peking University 
 
PRC   People’s Republic of China 
 
SOE   State-Owned Enterprise 
 
SWA   Social Work Agency 
 
 
 
  
  viii 
LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1.1: Number of Schools Offering Baccalaureate Degree in Social Work ............... 9 
Figure 1.2: Configuration of the Field of Social Work ..................................................... 18 
Figure 2.1: The Distribution of “Social Work” Articles, 1949-2015 ............................... 44 
Figure 4.1: Central Coordination .................................................................................... 115 
Figure 4.2: Contingent Professionalization ..................................................................... 125 
Figure 5.1: Low Institutionalization ............................................................................... 137 
Figure 5.2: Bounded Diversification ............................................................................... 145 
 
  
  ix 
LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1.1: Licensed Social Workers 2008-2014 and the Projections for 2015-2020 ......... 8 
Table 1.2: Social Work Positions, Social Work Agencies, and the Ratio of Social 
Workers ....................................................................................................................... 8 
Table 1.3: The Implementation of Social Work in Beijing, 2010-2015 ........................... 23 
Table 2.1: “Social Work” (shehui gongzuo) Keyword as Appeared in Databases ........... 40 
Table 2.2: Periodization of the Shifting Meanings of Social Work .................................. 43 
Table 4.1: Comparison of Four Districts in Beijing, 2009-2013 .................................... 114 
Table 4.2: Background Information on Four Beijing Districts ....................................... 114 
Table 6.1: List of Social Work Agencies (SWAs) Studied ............................................ 164 
Table 6.2: SWAs’ Community Interaction Patterns ....................................................... 166 
 
 
  
  x 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I have received countless support toward the completion of this dissertation. I feel 
exceptionally fortunate to have the kindest advisor, Richard Madsen, who helped me 
develop my ideas, saw the potential in my work, and gave me unwavering support when I 
had doubts. I also express my deepest gratitude to my committee members. Christena 
Turner, my mentor since the first year, taught me the art of ethnography and inspired me 
with thought-provoking conversations. Kawi Ng guided me through the labyrinth of the 
academic world and provided valuable insight on my often-disorderly drafts. Richard 
Biernacki has always been unfailingly patient in challenging me and clarifying my ideas. 
I am also grateful to Paul Pickowicz and Nancy Postero for their incisive comments.  
This research would not have been possible without the generous funding from 
the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for International Scholarly Exchange, the China Times 
Cultural Foundation, the Pacific Rim Research Program, the Taiwan Ministry of 
Education Study Abroad Fellowship, and the UCSD Department of Sociology. 
I am indebted to many people for their hospitality during my time conducting 
fieldwork in Beijing. Yuan Shen at Tsinghua University and Jialing Han at the Beijing 
Academy of Social Sciences deserve special recognition for helping me obtain 
institutional affiliation. Jiangsui He and Jun Jin facilitated my research immensely. My 
time in China would not have been so fruitful without the friendship of Yige Dong, Jean 
Han, Xiao Ke, Yue He, Wang Guan, Yanhui Zhao, Ping Hu, Xiaofang Wang, Zhongda 
Yuan, Lei Lu, Suowei Xiao, Hang Zhou, Fangmeng Tian, Aga, Liang Gao, and Arif 
Dirlik. I also thank all my anonymous informants in the field of social work for 
welcoming me with their kindness and sharing their experiences wholeheartedly. 
  xi 
My colleague and friends at UCSD helped me tremendously. Ellis Dillon and the 
Skype writing group—Rebecca Franklin, Alexandra Vinson, and Katie Kenny, have 
provided great advice for my drafts. My UCSD colleagues including Erin Cech, 
Stephanie Chan, Kate Wood, Yusuke Mazumi, René Patnode, Haiyi Liu, Gary Lee, and 
Yao-tai Li also helped me through this academic journey. I extend very special thanks to 
Chien-ting Lin for his precious friendship at UCSD. 
During my time at the University of Chicago, Dingxin Zhao kindly hosted me as a 
visiting student and provided critical insight on my research. Sohye Kim and Wen Xie 
encouraged me academically and personally. Friendship from Ling Zhang, Covell 
Meyskens, Cindy Tseng, Ning Hsieh, Ling Chan, Liping Wang, Geng Tian, Yang Zhang, 
Le Lin, Xuebin Guan, Niansheng Song, Guo Quan Seng, Yao Chen, Jin Xu, and Shengyu 
Wang has made Chicago a home to me. I also thank Benjamin Ross for his tedious 
editorial help. Parts of this dissertation have benefited from the comments of Paul Brest, 
Bruce Sievers, Woody Powell, Kim Meredith, Yan Long, Zhiying Ma, and Lida Nedilsky.  
I am indebted to my parents, Liang Han and Jui-chen Lin, and my other parents, 
Sheng-i Lee and Mei-chen Fan, for always supporting me both emotionally and 
financially. My sister Pauline and her family, Andy and Ian, and my other sister Hannah 
have always comforted me with food and laughs. 
My husband, Cheng-pang Lee, is my intellectual and life partner, who has always 
been there to support me in every step of this dissertation. Words cannot describe my 
gratitude to him. Last, I thank my cat friends, the deceased Mimi and Banban, and the 
lively Dodo and Ponyo for providing the necessary companionship and distraction to 
finish this dissertation.  
  xii 
VITA 
2001 Bachelor of Arts, University of California, Berkeley 
2006 Master of Arts, National Tsing Hua University, Taiwan 
2015 Doctor of Philosophy, University of California, San Diego 
 
PUBLICATIONS 
Lee, Chengpang and Ling Han. (Forthcoming). “Faith-Based Organization and 
Transnational Voluntarism in China: A Case Study of the Malaysia Airline MH370 
Incident.” VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations. 
 
Lee, Chengpang and Ling Han. (Forthcoming). “Mother and Moral Activist: Two Models 
of Woman’s Social Engagement in Contemporary Taiwanese Buddhism.” Nova Religio: 
The Journal of Alternative and Emerging Religions. 
 
Lee, Chengpang and Ling Han. (Forthcoming). “Recycling Bodhisattva: The Tzu-Chi 
Movement’s Response to Global Climate Change.” Social Compass. 
 
Wang, Xiaofang, Jessie L. Norris, Yingjie Liu, Sten Vermund, Han-Zhu Qian, Ling Han, 
and Ning Wang. 2012. “Risk Behaviors for Reproductive Tract Infection in Women who 
Have Sex with Women in Beijing, China.” PLOS One 7(7): 1-6. 
 
 
 
AREA OF INTEREST 
 
Civic Engagement, Nonprofit Organizations, Culture, Globalization and 
Transnationalism, Social Welfare, Social Movements, Gender, Community Governance, 
Qualitative Methods, Chinese Society 
 
 
 
 
  
  xiii 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
Professionalizing Service Provision: The Field of Social Work in Urban China 
 
by 
 
Ling Han 
Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology 
University of California, San Diego, 2015 
Professor Richard Madsen, Chair 
 
This study examines the logic behind the emergence of social work in urban 
China as a dominant practice to both professionalize service provision and to govern 
social stability. Nowadays, licensed social workers and social work agencies are entering 
into communities as the legitimate agent of social service. Nevertheless, why does the 
practice of social work come to dominate the reform of welfare provision and community 
restructuring rather than other alternative means? My study diverges from the view that 
  xiv 
social work’s presence is mainly a state-led process. Instead, drawing on theories of state, 
professions, and civil society, it investigates the intriguing interaction between the 
different social forces that result in social work’s heterogeneous development at the local 
level. To develop my arguments, I used a wide range of sources, including 75 interviews 
with people doing social work, ethnographic fieldwork, a discourse analysis of 
newspaper archives, and an informational compilation of 67 social work agencies 
established in Beijing. I conceptualize the state of social work at a locality as a field. A 
field is defined as a space of action in which different social actors have engaged in 
power struggles. Using a comparative study of four localities, I have demonstrated that 
social work’s multifarious manifestations at the local level have largely come out of 
variegated configurations of dominant forces—the regulatory state, professional groups, 
and social actors. The historical legacy of social work also patterns the local dynamics by 
influencing how key social actors develop new institutional arrangements for social work 
in order to address community issues. I provide a historical account of how the idea of 
social work has been understood in the past, and how some of its meanings still come to 
influence its current development. Navigating the field of social work, social workers 
have attempted to establish their professional presence in communities. I illustrate how 
social workers interact and negotiate with the existing community governance structure 
to establish their presence, as well as the consequences these actions have brought. I 
conclude that the development of social work can inform us of how state-society relations 
have changed in post-socialist China.
1 
 
Chapter 1 
Introduction to the Field of Social Work in Urban China 
 
In the spring of 1972, Margaret Hope Bacon (1975: 68-69) visited China with a 
group of the American Friends Service Committee. She tried to explain to her tour guide 
Keh An Lin about her husband’s job as a social worker that manages a federation of 
settlement houses, but it was difficult to find analogies of “social worker” in the People’s 
Republic of China. Her Chinese tour guide listened carefully and concluded: “Here [in 
the PRC] I do not believe we need social workers because we all serve the people.” 
Surprisingly, about thirty-five years later, in 2006, the Chinese Communist Party 
issued a groundbreaking policy document that specifically called for “a battalion of social 
workers” to help construct the “harmonious socialist society.” 1 In the document, the 
Chinese state vowed to build a “harmonious society” (hexie shehui) that is free of conflict 
and contradiction. Inherent in this concept is the idea of social stability. But why does a 
post-socialist state want to adopt the practice of social work to govern stability? Why not 
use other means? Empirically, I examine why the Chinese state propagates social work as 
the means to revive state service provision. Why does this unifying principle lead to a 
differentiated development of social work practices, even within a city? And how does 
the young generation of social workers engage with this new social program?  
This research centers on the emergence of social work as a profession in urban 
China. Specifically, I investigate social workers' intriguing interaction with the newly 
                                                
1 The Sixth Plenum of the Sixteenth Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (2006) 
specifically calls for “a battalion of social workers” to construct the harmonious socialist society. 
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invented social work agency (SWA), local state governance structure, e.g. the Resident’s 
Committee (now changed to Community Resident’s Committee), and community 
residents, that results in an uneven incorporation of social work service in different local 
community governance structures. While numerous studies have pointed out that new 
social reform plans without an embedded relationship in the local community could 
easily fail, I look at the seemingly contradictory development of Chinese welfare reform: 
Chinese policymakers have attempted to bypass the existing community governance 
structure by introducing new service organizations staffed by social workers (Ho and 
Edmonds 2008).2 I employ a micro-level analysis to study the community and welfare 
reform in contemporary China.  
This dissertation is also about the struggles of social workers and their social 
work agencies (SWAs) in urban China. It has three main goals: 1) to discover the 
dominant discourses of social work and their historical legacy; 2) to explain why and how 
social work (i.e. social workers and social work agency) has been incorporated into local 
community building projects under the grand discourse of Chinese welfare reform; 3) to 
delineate the relationship between social worker and other community organizations, 
including traditional neighborhood organizations and NGOs. By examining the 
interaction between SWAs and the local state, I reveal the confounding roles of social 
worker and SWAs as expected by different actors (i.e., state, community dwellers, and 
NGO activists) at play in communities. In addition I examine the impact that social 
workers bring to local welfare reform. First, I begin with a story about a social worker 
                                                
2 Social Work Agencies appear as a parallel development to the growth of the social worker as a helping 
profession in China. According to the government projections, China will become the first country in the 
world to have 1.45 million professional social workers by 2020. 
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that I met in 2009. Her story inspired me to study the development of social work in 
China. 
*** 
The Story of a North Drift Social Worker 
In 2004, Jiahui did not do well in the National Higher Education Entrance 
Examination. She was involuntarily allotted into the discipline of Social Work at Shanxi 
Medical College, which had just established its Social Work Department in 2003. Out of 
the 50-60 students in her class, none of them had listed “Social Work” as their preferred 
major for the exam, and neither did any of them know what social work was. Instead, 
they filled in medical-related programs in hope of getting a job in the medical industry 
after graduation. From the explanation, Jiahui had thought that social work had 
something to do with being a civil servant, but when she found out what social work was, 
she felt cheated by the education system. However, after four years of college, she fell in 
love with the discipline because it had a humanitarian angle. Upon graduation, Jiahui was 
determined to become a social worker. She was the only person in her graduating class to 
apply for a job related to social work, while the rest took on jobs in business or other 
fields.  
With limited social work-related job openings in 2008, Jiahui searched on the 
Internet with the keyword “social work” and found out that in 2007 Shenzhen had begun 
implementing social workers into different state-affiliated institutions through different 
social organizations. She eagerly submitted her resume to several social organizations in 
Shenzhen recruiting social workers. After a successful interview, she was accepted by a 
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charity organization as a member of the second batch of the local government’s 
experiment of “government buying service” (zhengfu goumai fuwu) in 2008.3 
This was the beginning of Jiahui’s journey as a social worker. Being a native of 
Inner Mongolia, she settled down in Shenzhen to put her social work skills into practice.  
After a few days of orientation, her boss took her along with two other social workers to 
be interviewed by the procurement institutions. The first institution did not select her, but 
the second institution, an association for the disabled, picked her as the designated social 
worker. They told her the reason was that during the interview, she had mentioned that 
she was the editor of a student magazine, and this organization happened to be looking 
for someone to work on the bibliography for a book on people with disabilities. Feeling 
relieved after securing a job post as a social worker, Jiahui also felt sorry for some of her 
colleagues, who had continuously been rejected by procurement institutions.  
One day, she overheard a conversation in which her boss had persuaded her co-
worker to give up social work after several rejections from the procurement agencies. The 
boss told her co-worker: "Maybe you are not suitable to be a social worker." Feeling the 
precariousness of her job, Jiahui did what the procurement agency told her to do. She 
often stayed overtime at work to write numerous daily activity logs and reports. She 
knew that the security of her job depended on a tripartite evaluation from her hiring 
organization, the Hong Kong social work supervisors, and her procurement work unit. 
Her work at the procurement institution was mostly administrative, and direct service to 
people with disabilities was minimal because no one in her procurement agency knew 
how a social worker could fit in. As a newbie social worker, Jiahui felt helpless because 
                                                
3 The first batch of social workers in Shenzhen started in 2007. 
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this was her first encounter with social work practice, and she was unsure of how to make 
herself more “useful.” 
After a year of working in quandary in Shenzhen, in 2009 Jiahui decided to go 
northbound to continue her journey as a social worker. This time, she intended to find a 
job in an organization that provides direct services. After finding employment 
opportunities in the China Development Brief website, she submitted several applications 
to service-based organizations in Beijing and received an interview notice. It was a 
women’s organization that provided social services to women and migrant families. The 
organization’s executive director, along with the office manager, interviewed her twice. 
They also asked her to write up a project design about improving migrant children’s well-
being. After several evaluations, she had become the project officer in this women’s 
organization in charge of migrant children’s family education.  
This job seemed closer to her ideal work in which a social worker provides direct 
services to her clients. Her daily routines consisted of her coming up with an activity plan 
in the morning. Then she would depart in the early afternoon to go to the migrant 
children’s homes in the outskirts of Beijing, first to assist the elementary school age 
children with their homework. Then in second half, she would work with both parents 
and children to facilitate their communication in a loving and understanding manner. 
After finishing work with migrant families, it would already be dark outside. The entire 
trip would take her five hours of transportation time each day, but she still had to return 
to her workplace to write up a report about her work for that day. 
In this job, Jiahui first felt the freedom to finally embody her identity as a social 
worker. However, a year later, she felt lost in her work because there was no supervision. 
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Frustrations from work and from her clients who did not know anything about social 
work and questioned her ability as a social worker accumulated. Jiahui decided to quit 
her job as a social worker in mid-2010 and applied to work in the human resources 
department at an engineering company. That winter, she quit her job again because her 
boyfriend in Mongolia had proposed to her, and she decided to move back to Mongolia. 
However, she still missed her job as a social worker, and wished she could find a job in 
her hometown related to social work. 
*** 
The Social Work Boom  
I met Jiahui in 2009 while interning in a social service organization. I had already 
visited this organization for my research back in 2005. During that time, I was greeted by 
a grey-haired lady in her late seventies. The entire staff was elderly, 50's and above. All 
of them had affiliations or previous working experiences in state-sponsored agencies. I 
re-visited the organization in 2009 and subsequently in 2010-2011 to work as a short-
term intern assisting their daily activities, intending to discover the ways in which global 
discourses of women’s rights get translated in a local setting. This time, I was surprised 
to find that I was surrounded by a group of young aspiring social workers. All of them 
were of the post-1980s generation, had graduated college with a degree in social work, 
and were working for a meager salary in Beijing. I had become friends with Jiahui, and 
her northbound story has inspired me to investigate the reasons behind the emergence of 
these young social workers in China.  
This project did not begin as a study of the social work profession in China. 
Instead, I set out to observe the translation of global discourses of women’s rights in local 
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women’s organizations that provide direct social services. As I immersed myself in these 
organizations, I could not help but notice a fundamental change in the staff of these 
organizations compared with when I first stepped into them in 2005. I met many young 
people trained in social work, who considered themselves to be social workers, and who 
eagerly engaged in “social work services” as they worked with communities. This 
generated bewilderment on my part, and motivated me to investigate this sudden growth 
of social workers in urban China.  
Analyzing statistics from the Ministry of Civil Affairs confirms that my 
observation of the pervasive presence of social workers in urban China is not a mere 
coincidence. According to the government’s projections, China will become the first 
country in the world with 1.45-million professional social workers and 3 million people 
as social work human capital by 2020 (see Table 1.1).4 The Chinese state also hopes to 
achieve its goal of fifteen social workers per 10,000 people by 2020 (see Table 1.2). As 
part of this initiative, many social workers along with many social service professionals 
have voluntarily established their own SWAs that recruited many local volunteers to 
provide direct social services. Currently, there are over 3,500 SWAs nationwide, and the 
state has projected that it will have 80,000 SWAs by 2020 (see Table 1.2).5  
 
 
 
                                                
4 See source: http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/jd/201205/20120500306646.shtml However, according 
to a report by the Ministry of Civil Affairs, there are only 158,928 licensed social workers nation-wide. See 
source: http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/mzyw/201406/20140600654488.shtml  
5 The number of SWAs was released by the Ministry of Civil Affairs in 2013: 
http://cncasw.blog.163.com/blog/static/1691379682013330105752964/ 
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Table 1.1: Licensed Social Workers 2008-2014 and the Projections for 2015-2020 
Year Number  
Registered  
for Exam 
Number  
Passed 
Rate of  
Passing 
(%) 
Number of  
Licensed Junior 
Social Worker 
(Accumulative) 
Number of  
Licensed Social 
Worker 
(Accumulative) 
Number of  
Licensed  
Social 
Worker 
(Accumulative) 
2008 137800 24840 18.0% 20648 4192 24840 
2009 84219 10837 12.9% 27259 8419 35678 
2010 70300 7944 11.3% 32583 11039 43622 
2011 78000 10554 13.5% 40755 13421 54176 
2012 127000 29950 23.6% 64601 19525 84126 
2013 165000 38958 23.6% 91901 31183 123084 
2014 --- --- --- --- --- 158928* 
Projections 
2015 --- --- --- --- --- 500,000 
2,000,000 
2020 --- --- --- --- --- 1,450,000 
3,000,000 
 
Source: Website of the Ministry of Civil Affairs, China. 
Note: The projected number are from two different regulations so the two numbers may not match. 
Available at: http://sw.mca.gov.cn/article/zcwj/201306/20130600471882.shtml and 
http://sw.mca.gov.cn/article/zcwj/201304/20130400441055.shtml.  
*This number came from Nanfang Ribao on March 18, 2015. See: 
http://trade.swchina.org/trends/2015/0318/21049.shtml  
 
 
Table 1.2: Social Work Positions, Social Work Agencies, and the Ratio of Social 
Workers 
 
Year Social Work Positions in 
Community 
(gangwei) 
Social Work Agencies  
(minban shegong jigou) 
Number of 
Professional  
Social Workers Per  
10,000 People 
2010 45,000 500 --- 
2011 63,000 600 --- 
2012 72,086 1,300 --- 
2014 --- 2,452* --- 
2015 --- 3,522** --- 
Projections 
2015 --- --- --- 
2020 --- 80,000 5 
 
Source: Website of the Ministry of Civil Affairs, China. 
*This number is from a search online and had appeared on a Sociology website: 
http://rongsol.com/bbs/dispbbs.asp?boardid=37&id=6751&page=1  
**The number is from a report in Nanfang Ribao on March 18, 2015. See: 
http://trade.swchina.org/trends/2015/0318/21049.shtml  
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According to the membership of the China Association for Social Work 
Education (CASWE), in 1994 there were only twenty social work programs. However, 
by 2013, China had 320 undergraduate programs and 58 master's programs in social work 
(see Figure 1.1). The number is still increasing. This makes China the world's second 
largest provider of social work education behind the United States (Leung et al. 2012). 
With the National Social Worker Occupation Standard Examination in force since 2008, 
Beijing, my field site, hosted the most licensed social workers nationwide.6 I also learned 
that the first SWA (shegong shiwusuo; social work agency) had emerged in Beijing in 
2009.  
 
 
 
Figure 1.1: Number of Schools Offering Baccalaureate Degree in Social Work 
 
                                                
6 In a recent news report, Beijing was said to have 15,000 licensed social workers and ranked number 1 in 
hosting social workers in China: http://www.bj.xinhuanet.com/bjyw/2014-03/09/c_119674669.htm  
 
20	   32	   68	  
120	   148	   164	  
190	   224	   253	  
258	   320	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The fact that the tremendous number of social workers and SWAs emerged in a 
short span of nine years (2006 to 2015) may have unforeseen social consequences for 
China and require further examination. Most importantly, as a helping profession, social 
workers help people cope with challenges in their everyday life, connect people with 
resources, and devise plans and strategies to solve client’s everyday problems.7 Scholarly 
literature tends to emphasize social work's transformative potential on people’s lives as 
social workers advocate on behalf of their traditionally disempowered clients (Wenocur 
and Reisch 1989). Nevertheless, like any professions in China, the autonomy of social 
workers is largely constrained by the confines of state regulation (Alford, Winston, and 
Kirby, 2011). Yet, diverse patterns and modes of incorporating social work in the local 
government are evident in my field observations. 
In the following section, I provide a brief discussion of the emergence of social 
workers and SWAs. Then, I provide a discussion of the logic behind maintaining social 
stability using social work, and the theoretical framework of the field of social work. I 
use this to analyze the divergent developmental trajectory of SWAs located in different 
Beijing Districts. After that, I discuss my data and method for this research. Finally, I 
provide an introduction of the summary of each chapter. 
 
Historical Context: Community Service Provision in Contemporary China  
Before the economic reforms beginning in 1978, China’s social welfare system 
was mainly work-based. Under the centrally planned economy, each individual’s work 
                                                
7 The National Association of Social Workers (United States) and the Ministry of Civil Affairs (China) 
both endorse this definition. 
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unit (danwei) functioned as a self-sufficient “welfare society” to not only provide a 
minimum wage for employment, but to also subsidize health insurance, housing, medical 
care, maternity benefits, recreation, childcare, retirement pensions, and social security 
benefits (Leung 1994; Walder 1986). Outside of work units, the state only provided 
remedial welfare programs for those with the “three no's” (sanwu qunti): no family, no 
source of income, and no ability to work. Besides these three marginal welfare categories, 
people outside of the work unit system were generally deprived of any welfare 
entitlements. 
Before the institutionalization of social work agencies in community-service 
provision, public and social services for community residents had been minimal to non-
existent in reform China. Work unit employment-based welfare has eroded due to the 
economic restructuring of state-owned enterprises. There were hardly any independent 
non-governmental organizations providing social welfare services in China, while a 
handful of international relief and development NGOs had provided some basic welfare 
services to fill in the gaps of the state’s retreat from the social provision. However, 
services of development NGOs have been restricted to rural relief and educational 
programs for more resource-deprived regions. In the cities, private for-profit 
organizations have seized the opportunity to fill the need for community service 
provision by charging high fees (Leung and Wong 2002). 
Beginning in the 1990s with rising disputes between dislocated workers and their 
work units, the Chinese state experimented with re-designing some of the old residents’ 
committees into shequ (neighborhood community units) in urban areas. The shequ was 
intended to take over some of the traditional social welfare responsibilities of work unit, 
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such as community and care services for the young and the old (Bray 2005; Derleth and 
Koldyk 2004; Heberer and Göbel 2011). Managed by a Community Residents’ 
Committee (CRC), each urban community has a population of approximately 3,000 to 
16,000 residents. In Beijing, each community has a population of 6,000 to 8,000 residents, 
and one Street Office manages five to ten communities with an average of 50,000 
residents. Street Offices are responsible for providing public and welfare services for 
community residents: family and neighborhood mediation, marriage and household 
registration, environmental and waste management, fire and crime patrols, family 
planning, household repairs, parking spaces, and recreational and cultural activities 
(Leung and Wong 2002). Each CRC, a semi-governmental organization, is responsible 
for assisting a Street Office to implement government policies and community service 
programs.  
Nevertheless, because service provision is decentralized, community service 
provision heavily relies on the economic capacity of each Street Office to generate profits 
from commercial enterprises, or the allocation from the city welfare lottery fund (gongyi 
caipiao). The quality and quantity of community services provided can vary substantially 
from rich to poor neighborhoods. In general, services are not standardized or sustainable. 
A major reason has to do with the poor quality of the staff as well as the street and 
community cadres, who are often retirees, redundant workers laid off from state 
enterprises, and pensioners who are directly appointed without formal training in human 
services (Leung and Wong 2002). Social work educators in China and key officials in 
MOCA have advocated the urgent need to institute professional social workers into the 
social rubrics of community management (Leung 1994; Yuen-Tsang and Wang 2002). 
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SWAs, staffed by licensed social workers, have emerged from these preconditions 
as a state’s response to welfare devolution by contracting out social services and 
diversifying channels of community social provision (Kodras 1997; Smith and Lipsky 
1993). Unlike most NGOs in China that remained unregistered or registered as business 
entities instead of nonprofit organizations in the precarious institutional environment, 
SWAs are legally registered under the district Civil Affairs Bureau as “civil non-
enterprise units” (minban feiqiye danwei) that can be directly translated into nonprofit 
organizations. They are all district-level organizations, with a few exceptions that register 
with the city-level government to serve a wider range of the population. From the state’s 
perspective, these social service delivery organizations are meant to improve the social 
service delivery functions of the CRCs, and to ameliorate accumulated social tension that 
may amount to unresolved conflicts. Because much of their work concerns community 
members, SWAs are usually subordinated to and supervised by the Social Construction 
Office/Social Work Committee at the street-level governments or the respective CRCs 
where they work. 
 
Governing Social Stability through Reforming Service Provision 
Social stability is becoming an urgent task of the state, and SWAs, staffed by 
social workers, have emerged as one strategy to maintain social stability. With the 
increasingly diverse needs of the people, how to better manage stability at the local level 
continuously challenges both the national and local officials when different social groups 
make legitimate claims through different means to express their welfare needs. Moreover, 
the Chinese state, regardless of how different scholars characterizing it as an accepting 
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(Wright 2010), bargaining (Lee and Zhang 2013), consultative (Teets 2013), contentious 
(Chen 2012), decentralized (Landry 2012), fragmented (Lieberthal 1992), neo- (Baum 
1996; Perry 1993; Petracca and Xiong 1990; Sautman 1992), resilient (Shirk 2007), or 
soft authoritarian regime (Roy 1994), is still officially claimed as a socialist state. 
Carrying the socialist baggage despite economic reform, the Chinese state cannot ignore 
the demands of the people. In what ways then does the Chinese state respond to this 
welfare cry is a dilemmatic question.  
In particular, studies of social protest in China have pointed out that welfare 
demands are often the cause of contentious movements, especially labor protests (Cai 
2010; Chen 2012). These studies mainly center on how laborers organize their protests 
and how the state represses them. Nevertheless, less attention has been paid to how states 
reform their welfare provision in order to govern social stability. As mentioned in the 
previous section, since the late 1990s massive layoffs due to the restructuring of state-
owned enterprises, laid-off workers and impoverished people have become sources for 
social unrest or “social danger” (Cho 2013: 78).  
In particular, the urban poor, which include the laid-off impoverished workers, 
have become the target of social policy. To govern this group of people, the current state 
regulates them through the program of dibao (the colloquial name for the Minimum 
Livelihood Guarantee; zuidi shenghuo baozhang). Dibao categorizes people’s lives into 
quantifiable numbers. This trend signifies the transition to a neoliberal welfare 
governance model through scientific methods and expert knowledge (Cho 2013). This 
model is oftentimes borrowed from international institutions (like the World Bank), to 
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cultivate a self-sufficient individual, suitable for the market economy (Cho 2013; Guan 
1999, 2000; Li and Sato 2004; Lu and Montes 2002). 
Following this trend of neoliberalizing welfare provision, the profession of social 
work and its practices has been instituted to further offer scientific methods and 
professional experts to eliminate social problems. Looking at the welfare state paradigms 
of other countries, one may wonder what model the Chinese state would adopt—liberal, 
corporate-statist, or the social democratic welfare model (Esping-Andersen 1990; Esping-
Andersen and Kersbergen 1992). In reality, China, taking some elements of each model, 
has initiated two welfare-restructuring programs in urban communities. First, beginning 
in the 1990s, the Chinese state began to reorganize the existing community resident’s 
units into manageable shequ (community). Second, beginning in the 2000s with 
educational reform, social work was instituted both as a discipline (Department or 
Program of Social Work) and as a profession (social worker). It was in 2006, during The 
Sixth Plenum of the Sixteenth Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, that  
Hu Jintao, then president of the People’s Republic of China and general secretary of the 
Communist Party, called for “a battalion of social workers” (jianshe hongda shegong 
rencai duiwu) to construct the harmonious socialist society. In this call, social workers 
were designated as the gatekeepers of the harmonious society.  
After the state endorsement of social work, a series of policies to accelerate the 
development of social work were initiated at all levels. In terms of the emergence of 
social workers to partake in community development works, many post-80s generation 
students majoring in social work began to seek jobs in communities or to start their own 
social work agencies. For the existing community workers (shequ gongzuozhe) working 
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in the Community Resident’s Committee (shequ juweihu) and the Street Office (jiedao 
banshichu), they were encouraged by their supervisors to participate in the National 
Social Work Licensure Exam with the incentive of increasing their pay with a license. 
Despite similarities in the neoliberal diffusion of social work around the global in 
the name of self-sufficiency, the major difference between the development of social 
work in China and in other countries is that in China the social worker is designated as 
the leader of the welfare provision. Additionally, social work practices dominate the 
service provision. However, in the majority of European and East Asian countries, the 
social worker is a part of the larger welfare apparatus or serves as a staff member in a 
larger service organization. The fact that social workers are ubiquitous in the welfare 
provision while many grassroots NGOs are excluded from providing services complicates 
the story of social work development. In addition, this bewildering strategy adopted by 
the Chinese state to mange social stability has engendered variegated practices of social 
work and new social programs. Nevertheless, what are factors contributed to this 
variation?  
I approach this puzzle by looking at the dynamics of interaction among different 
interest groups, such as the central state or local officials, scholars, NGO activists, 
community workers, and social workers. I apply the Field Theory to capture the different 
interaction patterns and networks that result in the diverse practices of social work at the 
local level. I also look at the policy shift in social work and examine the historical 
baggage of the meanings of “social work” (sheihui gongzuo) since 1949. I examine how 
some meanings still persist in the current public understanding of social work and the 
social work profession. Then I turn to social workers and examine how they interact with 
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the existing street and community bureaucracies. Below, I discuss how I conceptualize 
the development of the social work profession as a field that is influenced by multiple 
forces. 
 
The Field of Social Work 
Because the emergence of the social work profession and its heterogeneous 
development in China cannot be explained solely by theories of the state, professions, 
and contentious politics, I propose to view social work as a field that has emerged as a 
space of action at the intersection of regulatory powers, professions, and society. 
Applying field approach to the study of social work allows me to investigate the 
relational configurations and the multiple overlapping and intersecting networks of power 
that shape the development of social work (Mann 1986; Somers 1994). 
I use the concept of a “field,” metaphorically and theoretically, to describe and 
also to analyze why the current state of social work in China came to be. I conceptualize 
field as an autonomous, structured, and differentiated social space, or networks of power 
in which different social actors (organizations or individuals) have engaged in power 
struggles (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Fligstein and 
McAdam 2012; Hanser 2008; Ray 1999).8 As a profession, social work has an interstitial 
character and is essentially about boundary-making (Abbott 1993, 1995). In the case of 
China, social work is “unsettled” (Swidler 2001) and a site of contestation. 
Conceptualizing social work as a field can better capture the changing relations and 
                                                
8 Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 97) describe field as a configuration of different relations:  “In analytical 
terms, a field may be defined as a network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions.” In 
social movement studies, strategic action fields are “socially constructed arenas within which actors with 
varying resource endowments vie for advantage” (Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 10). 
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interactions of different social actions conducted by different social actors inside a social 
work field. 
In what I called the Field of Social Work, social workers along with different 
social actors (i.e., state official, local cadres, academics, professional groups, community 
dwellers, and NGO activists) enter the field with different interests, imaginations, and 
goals (Medvetz 2012; Swidler and Watkins 2009; Watkins, Swidler, and Hannan 2012). I 
argue that the collaboration and conflicts among different actors inside a particular local 
field of social work has resulted in different manifestation of social work (Ray 1999). To 
conceptualize the development of the social work profession in China, I configure three 
sources of power domination inside the field of social work—the regulatory state, 
professions, and local actors. In the following section, I draw on the literature on Chinese 
state-society relations, professions, and civil society, to discuss how the current 
development of social work can be understood with the analysis of the field. 
 
 
Figure 1.2: Configuration of the Field of Social Work 
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State-Society Relations 
In the field of social work, the “regulatory state” represents the central state’s 
regulatory functionaries that draft policies and delimit boundaries of a profession in a 
given boundary (Lo 2002). Consciously and strategically shaping professions, the 
regulatory state is the overarching power in national politics, economy, and culture 
(Steinmetz 1993). The regulatory state passes down policy directives to the local 
government (see Figure 1.2). As an authoritarian state, the PRC also controls its society 
in a repressive way, and regulatory policies shape the profession of social work. 
Below the regulatory state, the local state also exerts different degrees of control 
toward the society it governs, such as a community. Furthermore, the local state also 
exerts power in order to shape the development of social work in the locality (see Figure 
1.2). I separate the leviathan state into a central and local layer because studies about the 
Chinese state have already pointed out its fragmented nature (Hsu 2012; Sun and Zhao 
2008). The Chinese state is not an abstract uniform entity, but rather consists of different 
layers that exercise variegated degrees of control (Hsue 2012; Kang and Heng 2008). The 
differentiation between the central and local state can better capture the sometimes 
conflicting development at the local level. This is a result of the contradictory attitudes 
between the regulatory state and local government as seen in the case of the local 
development of social work (Ray 1999). 
The central regulatory state and the local state both exert control toward society at 
large and the development of the social work profession. It should be noted that the 
Chinese authoritarian state, central or local, is the most dominant power in shaping 
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society and professions in China. Similarly, in most developing countries and post-
communist societies, the government helps found the social work profession (Juhász, 
Szikra, and Varsa 2005; Iarskaia-Smirnova and Romanov 2002; Tsang, Shera, and Yan 
2004; Yoshimura 2009). Consequently, the main jurisdiction of social work is heavily 
dependent on the state, and also contested by other professions (Abbott 1993).  
 
Professional Control 
The field of professions includes the ecology of different professions, including 
social workers. A profession, according to Andrew Abbot (1988: 7-8), is an exclusive 
occupational group with some kind of abstract scientific knowledge and skills that require 
prolonged training and qualification. Professional associations and schools for 
professional development are all part of this field. Because professions are relational, 
professions as the institutionalization of formal or technical knowledge tend to engage in 
competition with other occupational groups to gain professional discretion or jurisdiction 
(Abbott 1988; Freidson 1986).  For example, in China, social workers working in the 
community often have to compete for authority with the existing community governance 
structure, including cadres in the Community Resident’s Committee. 
In order to gain authority and social recognition, a profession also requires 
organizational autonomy (Freidson 1994), a professional culture (Haber 1991; Halliday 
1987; Hoffman 1989; Kennedy 1990, 1991; Rothblatt 1995), and a social position 
(Freidson 1994; Larson 1977). Although the consolidation of the social work profession 
in China is largely a state-led project, social workers possess certain degrees of 
professional autonomy through working at SWAs. With state’s endorsement, the SWA, 
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as an institution mediating between government and society, is just in this position of 
structural advantage.  
In the configuration of the field of social work, the profession of social work is 
shaped by the policies issued by both the local and the central regulatory state. At the 
same time, local governments, interpreting the central policy guidelines, have governed 
the profession of social work in various ways, Similarly, social workers have to negotiate 
for space with the local community governance structure, including the local community 
cadres.  
 
Social Forces 
Different social forces of society, such as civil society actors and community 
residents, also shape the development of social work in a locality. Society is a social field 
consisting of different social groups, such as civil society actors and community residents. 
I define this field as “society” rather than civil society because studies about civic 
organizations in China always consider their “embedded,” “dependent,” “contingent,” 
and “symbiotic” relationships with the authoritarian state (Ho 2008; Lu 2009; Spires 
2011, 2014; Wesoky 2006).9  Therefore, the field of society includes civil society actors, 
community residents, and those semi-autonomous civic and voluntary social 
organizations operating in authoritarian China.  
These civic organizations are separate from the state to some extent, and are 
formed voluntarily by people to protect or advance their interests and values (Shieh and 
                                                
9 Researchers studying NGOs and grassroots activism in China have conceptualized the relations between 
non-governmental organizations and the state as interdependent. To name a few, scholars have 
conceptualized the NGO’s relations with the state as “dependent autonomy” (Lu 2009), “embedded 
activism” (Ho 2008), “symbiosis” (Wesoky 2006), and “contingent symbiosis” (Spires 2011). 
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Schwartz 2009: 9; White, Howell, and Shang 1996). In addition, because social work 
often involves community residents, community residents' reception of social work 
service also has direct impact on the development of social work. In my field research, 
some community members set up their informal community organizations with the help 
of social workers. These members speak highly of social work. 
State-legitimized social work is particularly advantageous for NGOs because 
grassroots organizations and activists tend to strategically graft whatever is available for 
legitimation and justification of their social positions (Liu 2006). Similarly, Spires (2011: 
36) points out that grassroots NGOs can survive “only insofar as they limit any 
democratic claims making and help promote the social welfare goals of the state.” From 
my field observations, some social activists have seized this golden opportunity by 
transforming their NGOs into SWAs in order to secure a less precarious social position. 
 
Relational Configuration  
While the regulatory state and local state exert a greater degree of control over 
professions and society, social actors in these fields, such as social work academics and 
NGOs, have engaged in different boundary-making practices to help promote social work 
(see Figure 1.2). The relational configuration of the regulatory and local state, professions, 
and the other social actors in society has engendered the historically specific development 
of the social work profession. The field approach to the development of social work in 
China produces a more flexible and dynamic conceptualization of state-society relations 
in the Chinese authoritarian regime.  
 
23 
 
 
The Case of Beijing Social Work: Data and Methods 
Because this research aims to illuminate why the social work profession has 
become pervasive in urban China, the qualitative data come from different sources: 
newspaper archives, 75 semi-structured interviews, 12 months of field observations, and 
a unique compilation of 67 SWAs in Beijing. Beijing was selected as the field site 
because it hosts the most licensed social workers nationwide. Furthermore, the 
development of social work agencies in different districts is diverse enough to be 
representative.10 With most central government institutions located in Beijing, SWAs are 
able to respond to state policies more spontaneously. Beijing now hosts over 80 SWAs 
(see Table 1.3).  
 
Table 1.3: The Implementation of Social Work in Beijing, 2010-2015 
 
Year Social 
Work 
Position 
(gangwei) 
 
Number 
of 
Licensed  
Social  
Worker 
 
Number of  
Licensed  
Junior 
Social Worker  
 (Cumulative) 
Number of  
Licensed  
Social Worker 
(Cumulative) 
Number of  
Licensed  
Social Worker 
(Cumulative) 
Number 
of  
Social 
Work 
Agency 
2010 --- --- --- --- --- 17 
2011 --- --- --- --- 7,500 39 
2012 17,800 4,218 9,357* 2,366* 11,723 46 
2013 --- --- --- --- --- 67 
2014 --- --- ---  15,000 >80 
Projections 
2015 --- --- 30,000 20,000 100,000 100 
 
Source: Beijing Civil Affairs Bureau 
Note: *Among all the licensed social workers who passed the National Social Worker Occupation Standard 
Examination in Beijing, only 1,463 licensed social workers and 4,752 licensed junior social workers (6,215 
in total) had registered in Beijing in 2012. See: 
http://cncasw.blog.163.com/blog/static/16913796820134335047914/  
                                                
10 In a recent news report, Beijing was said to have 15,000 licensed social workers, and ranked first in 
hosting social workers in China: http://www.bj.xinhuanet.com/bjyw/2014-03/09/c_119674669.htm  
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First, to understand the dominant discourse on “social work” (shehui gongzuo) 
since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, I conducted a keyword search 
in the People’s Daily, the Database on the Chinese Government (National, Regional 
Policies, and Speeches), the Chinese People’s Congress, and the Chinese People's 
Political Consultative Conference Database. This variety of sources is used as a matrix 
of comparison to account for what is meant by “social work” in a changing historical 
context. Because the later three databases were discontinued from the library in 2011, I 
only analyze on 48 articles containing “social work” (shehui gongzuo) in the title of the 
People’s Daily. These articles were read line-by-line and word-by-word to identify the 
meaning of “social work” as it appeared in the article. Key phrases containing “social 
work” were then entered into an excel file and coded into seven categories: 1) excess 
work, 2) mass work, 3) voluntary work, 4) civil affairs work, 5) professional social work, 
6) social welfare, and 7) social management. The result of this discourse analysis is 
presented in Chapters 2 and 3. 
Second, I compiled a unique dataset of 67 social work agencies established in 
Beijing from when the first SWA emerged in 2009 up to the summer of 2013. First, I 
obtained the name of the SWAs and their legal representatives from the “Beijing City 
Public Platform of Social Organizations” (bejingshi shehui zuzhi gonggong fuwu 
pingtai). I categorized them using district location in an excel file. Then I collected 
extensive newspaper archives, online media sources, organizational publications, and 
individual or governmental accounts of these new forms of social service organizations.  
In addition, because social work is an emerging occupation and a profession in the 
making, print sources are spotty. However, online media sources voluntarily created by 
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concerned social workers provide a rich trove of data. Among these published online 
sources, I also collected my data from the China Social Work Times (zhongguo shegong 
shibao, 2011-), the Social Work Monthly (shegong yuekan, 2012-), and the Social Work 
Magazine (shegong, 2012-). Published by accredited social work online platforms and 
conscious social workers since 2011, these online magazines provide a comprehensive 
compilation of news coverage about each SWA, individual accounts of social workers, 
and reflections about the current development of the social work profession. Besides 
these online publications, I supplemented the analysis with other online sources such as 
social work agencies’ official online publications, online social work discussion boards, 
and district- or city-level social work reports. Analysis of the SWA development patterns 
is presented in Chapter 4, and the data is further utilized in Chapter 5. 
Finally, I conducted a total of twelve months of fieldwork in Beijing between 
2010 and 2013. I recruited a total of 75 people working in SWAs and other social 
services. Among these informants, 50 of them considered themselves to be social 
workers, and the rest believed their work related somewhat to social work. Among all 
participants, 32 different Beijing civic organizations were represented—eleven in social 
work; eight in women’s rights; eight in LGBT activism; one in public interest (gongyi) 
advocacy; four in state and international collaborations. 
Specifically, from 2010 to 2011, I spent ten months in Beijing conducting 
extensive participant observation and semi-structured interviews in the newly established 
SWAs as well as several gender-based NGOs that provide direct services to the 
communities they serve. During the summer of 2013, I conducted two months of follow-
up fieldwork. During that time, I interviewed social workers employed in SWAs, social 
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work academics promoting the professionalization of social work, and district cadres who 
were involved in the institutionalization of social work.  
Utilizing these three sources of data, this comprehensive dataset allows me to 
compare and understand how dominant discourses of “social work” have emerged, why 
districts implement SWAs differently, and how social workers interact with the existing 
community governance structure. This dissertation offers a comprehensive understanding 
of how social work transacts the changing social landscape of China.  
 
Summary of Findings 
My main findings consist of two parts. First, the variegated pattern of 
incorporation of social work in the community is influenced by a combined factor of the 
historical legacy of social work, local governance, and civil society actors. I find that the 
way social work is incorporated into the community governance structure is contingent 
upon pre-established ties or the willingness of certain local officials to partner with social 
workers to develop new institutional arrangements to address community problems. 
These partnerships depend on how these key actors understand what social work can do.  
My second finding displays two factors that significantly influence why the 
government wants to implement community service provision based on social workers. 
First, the increasing complexity of welfare needs calls for professionals with a systematic 
and scientific knowledge of helping to help organize the community according to new 
welfare principles. Yet, while the existing traditional neighborhood organizations are 
embedded in the local context, they lack the required training and knowledge for the new 
welfare system based on the individualized principles. Social workers are now the 
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legitimate carriers of social services to upgrade community welfare provision. The 
development of the social work profession and the emergence of SWAs is a politically 
tricky process intended to reform the tight-knit neighborhood governance structure.11 It is 
part of the redesign of the old resident’s committees into shequ (neighbor community 
units) engineered by the government under the leadership of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. 
The goal is to decentralize state public services and welfare functions to the community 
level, and services are contracted out to non-state providers.  
Second, the existing neighborhood organizations have vested interests, and to a 
certain extent, are considered as obstacles to the new welfare reform that attempts to shift 
the financial burden from the government to individuals. Therefore, implementing a 
social work agency as a new intermediary service institution serves as a solution to 
upgrade the community service provision by introducing a new organization and a new 
practice. From this top-down perspective, the emergence of social work agencies can be 
understood as a continuation of this welfare retrenchment, coupled with the new social 
policy agenda of replacing the outdated community assistance mechanism with the social 
work profession. However, I argue for an alternative view of these new community 
organizations. My ethnographic work shows that the process of implementing SWAs is 
rife with conflict since social workers in most SWAs are not local residents, and their 
social work interventions are often foreign to community members. Such tension can 
have profound consequences for governance. 
                                                
11 The Sixth Plenum of the Sixteenth Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (2006) 
specifically calls for “a battalion of social workers” to construct the harmonious socialist society. 
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In summary, this dissertation reveals the dynamics of the Chinese welfare 
transition through the study of social work, and emphasizes the opportunities and 
constraints of social work implementation on the overall development of state-society 
relations. Below, I provide a chapter overview. 
 
Chapter Overview 
This dissertation examines why the Chinese state wants to propagate social work 
as the means to social management and social service. While the range and typology of 
social work models may be proliferating in China, this case study of Beijing is symbolic 
of the state’s designated paths for the profession of social work—to modernize 
community governance and welfare delivery structure, to maintain social stability, and to 
enhance state performance (Zhao 2009). I have shown that there has been a dramatic 
increase and proliferation of social workers and social work education beginning in 2006 
after the central government’s endorsement of fostering a battalion of social workers to 
construct a harmonious socialist society.  
To explain this bewildering development, I draw upon literature on state-society 
relations, professions, and contentious politics in China. I conceptualize social work as a 
field where the central regulatory state, local government, professional groups, civil 
society actors, and community residents are all in relational configurations that define 
and appropriate social work. This dissertation utilizes three kinds of data: newspaper 
articles, a dataset of 67 SWAs in Beijing, and qualitative interview and field observations.  
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the historical legacy of the meanings of “social 
work” (shehui gongzuo) from the 1930s to 2006. Reconstructing the genealogy of the 
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hybridized meanings of “social work” since the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
China illuminates the multiple discourses of “social work” that have dominated the 
mainstream discourse. By juxtaposing the People’s Daily and several databases of 
political documents through a discourse analysis, I find that a socialist notion of “social 
work” dominated the discourse up until 2006. Specifically, before 1978, “social work” 
meant activities that were done outside of one’s work unit (danwei) and without 
remuneration. These activities could be voluntary activities, mass work entailing 
ideological education, voluntary work, welfare work, and extra or extra work. During this 
period, the CCP dominated all social realms. Therefore, all discourse on “social work” 
was about how to better “serve the people” as a party member. After the economic 
reforms and open door policy of 1978, one would assume that the discourse on “social 
work” would have taken on a sudden market character. However, between 1979 and 1999, 
discursive understandings of social work as voluntary activity done by a party member 
still dominated the mainstream newspapers. In 2000-2005, meanings of social work 
gradually shifted toward the current understanding of “social work” as a practice 
profession. Nevertheless, a few instances of “social work” denote the welfare provision 
of the state-owned enterprises, or voluntary activities done by CCP members. 
Chapter 3 focuses on the institutionalization of the social work profession 
beginning in the period of 2006-2015. Specifically, this chapter examines the discursive 
shift from discourses of socialist social work to professional social work. During this 
period, the dominant actors in the field of social work are still the central regulatory state, 
but local state and social work academics have come to support the new notion 
representing “social work.” This began with Hu Jintao’s call for “a large battalion of 
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social workers” in 2006 to help maintain and develop the harmonious socialist society. A 
series of policies and actions were enacted by MOCA to facilitate the development of 
social work, such as the National Social Worker Occupation Standard Examination begun 
in 2008. From 2006 to 2010, the discourses of “social work” are all about social 
management and improving people’s livelihood. From 2011 to 2015, the focus of “social 
work” has been about developing professional social work. As devised in the 
procurement of social work services issued in 2013 to ensure a stable supply of talented 
social work human capital, China will become the world's leading producer of 
professional social workers by 2020. However, the discourse analysis has shown 
evidence that some of the existing meanings of “social work” still persist. For example, in 
order to explain what a social worker is, the media has to mobilize the previous 
understandings of “social work” in order to describe social workers as “Professional Lei 
Fengs” or “social doctors.” 
In Chapter 4, I examine the logic behind the variegated establishment patterns of 
social work agencies in different Beijing districts using the framework of the social work 
field provided in Chapter 1. Analyzing a unique dataset of 67 SWAs established in 
Beijing, I find that district dynamics of regulatory powers, social intervention, and 
professional involvement have lead to four patterns of social work service procurement: 
1) Central Coordination, 2) Contingent Professionalization, 3) Low Institutionalization, 
and 4) Bounded Diversification. First I focus on the patterns of Central Coordination and 
Contingent Professionalization that are represented by two Beijing Districts—Xicheng 
and Haidian. The common feature of SWAs in these two districts is that they are closely 
regulated by the local state, and this is manifested in the specialty of SWAs and their 
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physical location in district administrative buildings. However, the different patterns of 
SWAs in these two districts can be attributed to the difference in the involvement of 
professional groups, such as social work academics, and the social composition of the 
district’s population. 
Chapter 5 turns to SWAs located in two other districts and focuses on the other 
two procurement patterns of social work—Low Institutionalization and Bounded 
Diversification. Dongcheng and Haidian districts represent Low Institutionalization and 
Bounded Diversification respectively.  The fields of social work in these two districts are 
similar in many aspects, but they differ in the involvement of social actors. Therefore, 
one district's SWAs diversify, while the other districts do not. In the end, I argue that 
although the central state sees social work agencies as the capillary powers to penetrate 
into a neglected part of society, district field dynamics pattern the development of SWAs. 
In addition, social work agencies staffed by social workers coming from a heterogeneous 
background have their own vision of social justice and equality. Through negotiated 
interactions with different fields of power in each district, social workers are able to carve 
out the space for their profession, and also to diversify their services that are beyond the 
blueprint of the state. 
Chapter 6 provides an ethnographic account of how young social workers 
navigate their ways in the field of social work. Focusing on micro-politics at the 
community level, this chapter attempts to answer how these newly recruited young social 
workers establish their influence in unfamiliar communities, and what social 
consequences have been a result of their practices. In this chapter, I provide details of 
how these new service professionals interact with the existing community service 
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provisions to assert their presence as strangers to help organize the community. Social 
workers’ pattern of interaction with local communities can be categorized into five 
community interaction patterns: 1) Mundane Interaction and Daily Help, 2) Instrumental 
Co-optation, 3) Professional Training, 4) Government-SWA Collaboration, and 5) 
Innovative Practices. I also explore the state’s rationale behind this organizational 
innovation of embedding social workers in the existing framework of community 
governance, which consists of the Street Office, the Community Resident’s Committee, 
and their respective community cadres and workers (Yip 2014). Extending beyond the 
state’s blueprint, social workers, in an attempt to establish their professional autonomy, 
have built new relationships with different social organizations, created spaces of 
associations, and encouraged active participation of community members that may have 
important implications for community change. 
The social work profession is perpetually in a precarious position. Even with the 
state’s promotion of professional social workers as a key source of talented human capital 
in China, young social work graduates and licensed social workers experience a deep 
sense of ambivalence in their daily practices. Most of their frustrations are result of 
involuntary allotments to the social work discipline, low-pay and low social recognition, 
an inadequate mobility structure, and the lack of jurisdictional power. To push the 
boundaries of social work for more professional autonomy, social workers have engaged 
in different strategies to lodge claims, such as strategically using state’s rhetoric, and to 
negotiate for space by allying with objectives of street or community bureaucracy in 
order to create a presence in communities. 
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In Chapter 7, the concluding chapter, I revisit the question of why the Chinese 
state instituted social work to reform service provision and to govern social stability. I 
elaborate on the implications of drawing connections between social work, social 
stability, and social welfare. I discuss how state-led social innovation could create a space 
for social entrepreneurs to emerge. Then, I speculate about how studying the 
development of social work can inform how one can do civic engagement, and how we 
can better understand state-society relations in China. 
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Chapter 2 
Socialist Social Work 
 
Does the meaning of “social work” (shehui gongzuo) in China always embody the 
same definition? To explain the emergence of the field of social work and its bewildering 
development in different localities, we cannot disconnect this development from its 
historical understandings, some of which continue to exist to deter its very development. 
This chapter provides a discourse analysis of the meanings of social work (shehui 
gongzuo) and social worker (shegong) using the People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao, 1946-
2015), the Database on the Chinese Government (National, Regional Policies, and 
Speeches, 2001-2011), the Database of National People’s Congress (1954-2011), and the 
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (1954-2011). Specifically, this 
chapter is a discussion of “social work” from the 1930s to 2005. Because the meanings of 
social work have changed dramatically since 2006 to embody the meanings of a 
neoliberal version, I discuss the meanings of social work from 2006-2015 along with 
policy developments in the next chapter. 
The development of social work as a profession has always been contested, in 
both capitalist and post-socialist societies. China is no exception (Cook 2007; Iarskaia-
Smirnova and Romanov 2002; Leung et al. 2012). This chapter aims to describe the 
changes in the Chinese notion of “social work” (shehui gongzuo) before and after the 
establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and after the economic reform by 
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analyzing its discursive continuities and discontinuities.12 Due to the limitation of sources, 
this examination may not cover all meanings attached to “social work.” Nevertheless, the 
discourse analysis of the official sources can reveal some of the dominant media 
discourses of “social work” that are still at play today. Different from the existing 
literature on social security (shehui baozhang) and social assistance (shehui jiuji) in 
China that center on reflection of particular welfare programs, I have attempted to capture 
the various cultural meanings that have been attached to the term “social work” (Croll 
1999; Davis 1989). 
 I argue that the historical legacy of meanings of social work still shape both 
individual and state understandings. This has consequently influenced how social work is 
perceived post-2000 and the general development of the social work profession. Some of 
these discursive continuities, in tension with the current professionalized understanding 
of social work, still influence and shape the field of social work ideationally. This hinders 
the professional development of social work. 
Since the first decade of the 21st  century, the development of the social work 
profession in China has generally been perceived as a state-led top-down process. Its 
specific political agenda is to better manage and regulate social stability through technical 
and professional intervention in order to achieve the vision of a harmonious socialist 
society (Leung et al 2012).13 Behind this grand political agenda of social management 
(shehui guanli) and social construction (shehui jianshe; also understood as society 
building or social development) to govern society, the current notion of “social work” has 
                                                
12 I use “social work” with quotation marks to indicate the Chinese notion of social work, which is shehui 
gongzuo. 
13 Hu Jintao, during The Sixth Plenum of the Sixteenth Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party 
(2006), specifically calls for “a battalion of social workers” to construct the harmonious socialist society. 
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an intriguing syncretism of meanings drawing from socialist rhetoric, neoliberal 
discourses, and societal forces. But where do these discourses come from? 
The order of how things happen and how they are conceptualized matter in 
reflecting on the current state of social work development in China. In this chapter, 
following a discussion of the genealogy approach, I first briefly recount the historical 
lineages leading to the current understanding of “social work” including the centralized 
social welfare provision in the form of the danwei (work unit) before the economic 
reforms. Next, I discuss the juxtaposition of a variety of data sources for discourse 
analysis. These discursive forces—coming from the state, society, the market, and 
different social actors or interest groups have generated the contours of “social work” in 
China today, and are consequential to the current upsurge of social workers and social 
work agencies. Below, I have attempted to reconstruct a genealogy of the hybrid 
meanings of “social work” since the establishment of the PRC in order to illuminate how 
a historical legacy of “social work” can inform current understandings of professional 
social work. 
 
The Genealogy Approach to “Social Work” 
In this chapter, I trace the “genealogy” (Foucault 1995 [1977]) of “social work” to 
study how “social work” (shehui gongzuo) has arrived at its current meaning both as: 1) a 
practice to build a socialist harmonious society and to strengthen and innovate social 
management systems and 2) a practice carried out by trained professionals to improve the 
quality of life of those in need. Furthermore, I examine why this current meaning of 
“social work” is often conflated with civil affairs work (minzhen gongzuo), mass work 
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(qunzhong gongzuo), community work (shequ gongzuo) or voluntary work (yiwu 
gongzuo). The idea itself is not a stable entity, and we need to look beyond the idea by 
destabilizing it to understand the power of the idea not only as a means “to describe 
social life,” but it is also shaped by active forces. (Fraser and Gordon 1994: 5). Tracing 
the historical legacy of the conditions of the existences of “social work," can illuminate 
the underlying power struggles by which a particular form of social work practice, such 
as social control, has come to dominate at a time, and also how it changes over time. 
The meaning and practice of social work, as part of the welfare state, is a state 
project in the making and is not stable or fixed (Gordon 1995; Orloff 1993). Discursive 
analysis of the welfare state has shown how networks and different groups of social 
actors are bounded in a process (Adams and Padamsee 2001: 14). The knowledge of the 
dominant social categories of the time is not inscribed in human nature, but rather 
presupposes a kind of power relations resulting from tension, conflict, competition, and 
power dynamics (Foucault 1971). Therefore, we must understand why certain meanings 
are materialized during a particular time, and how existing understanding comes to 
dominate at a particular time as well (Haney 1998). 
In this sense, a common understanding of a particular breadth of knowledge is not 
always stable, but is contingent on the power struggles of different social forces of the 
time. In the same way, contemporary understandings of social work are not inscribed in 
human nature, but are the result of tension, conflict, competition, and power struggle. In 
China, the idea of social work, when it arrived at its current meaning of the 
“professionalized” method of governing and helping, has changed its meaning several 
times to serve the needs of different times. Therefore, we cannot assume that the current 
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meaning of social work has always been the norm. Rather, it is the product of capricious 
social transformations, competitive social forces, and the preeminence of state power.  
In the following section, I introduce the data sources that I used for the discourse 
analysis to delineate how “social work” has been understood during different periods. 
Then I provide a brief but detailed account of the changing meanings of “social work.” I 
show that the idea of “professional social work” (zhuanye shehui gongzuo) appeared as 
late as 2002, and that the idea of the “social worker” first appeared in 2006 while 
different meanings of “social work” permeated throughout the time. Contingent to state 
policies, the multiple understandings of “social work” have become a challenging reality 
for different social actors attempting to promote it as a profession.  
 
Contextualizing Discourses of Social Work 
I conducted a discourse analysis of how “social work” (shehui gongzuo) is used 
and conceptualized in print materials. To narrow the scope of the analysis, I performed a 
keyword search in the People’s Daily, the Database on the Chinese Government 
(National, Regional Policies, and Speeches), the Chinese People’s Congress, and the 
Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference database. The purpose of using 
databases consisting of official documents and newspaper reports to analyze the shifting 
meanings of “social work” was to reveal the mainstream accounts of social work 
discourse. The variety of sources was used as a matrix account for what is meant by 
“social work” in a changing historical context. Before the 1990s, articles concerning 
“social work” were scare, and the amount of data was manageable. Empirical 
examination illuminates the conception of “social work” and the role assigned to social 
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workers in contemporary urban China. In addition, I also include some pre-1946 
observations and accounts of social work to supplement the official publications’ account 
of social work. The purpose is to further elucidate the various meanings and signs 
attached to discourses on “social work” to date.14  
Performing a keyword search both in the title and content areas, the People’s 
Daily had 48 titles of newspaper articles containing the exact words “social work” in the 
title, and 1,344 results containing “social work” in the content (see Table 2.1). The 
Database on the Chinese Government had 44 results that contained “social work” in the 
title. Only 1 article containing “social work” in the title was found in the Chinese 
People's Political Consultative Conference, and 9 articles had “social work” in the 
content. The Database of National People’s Congress had 16 articles containing “social 
work.”  
In this chapter, I only focus on People’s Daily search results because the other 
three are only trail databases, discontinued in 2011. In addition, the People’s Daily has 
the longest time span for analyzing the changing meanings of “social work” (shehui 
gongzuo). Because articles with “social work” in the contents are too numerous, for close 
reading, I only analyzed 48 articles containing “social work” (shehui gongzuo) in the title 
of the People’s Daily (see Table 2.1).  
The 48 articles were read line-by-line and word-by-word to identify the meaning 
of “social work” as it appeared in the article. Key phrases containing “social work” were 
then entered into an excel file and coded into seven categories: 1) excess work, 2) mass 
                                                
14 Publications like the US National Association of Social Workers’ first and second study tours to China in 
1977 and 1978 were examined in this chapter. Chinese Scholarly publications on social work also serve as 
supplementary sources to delineate the various discursive forces in shaping the social work profession to 
date. 
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work, 3) voluntary work, 4) civil affairs work, 5) professional social work, 6) social 
welfare, and 7) social management (see Table 2.2). In each particular category, I also 
extract further meanings. For example, “mass work” also includes ideological education 
and home affairs work to build solidarity during certain periods. These categories were 
drawn deductively from reading the articles. While meanings are not exclusive, 
categories often overlapped in different contexts. 
In addition, because this chapter provides a brief historical account of the 
changing meanings of social work, I supplement the narratives with secondary sources, 
news articles, and personal accounts of social work to contextualize the dominant 
meanings that have persisted in particular periods. For periods that are beyond the 
coverage of the People’s Daily discourse analysis, such as the Pre-PRC period, it is 
important to clarify our understanding of “social work.” Therefore, I utilize secondary 
materials to analyze the meaning of “social work” during this period. 
 
Table 2.1: “Social Work” (shehui gongzuo) Keyword as Appeared in Databases 
Source Filtering Field Number of Articles 
Containing “Social Work” 
(shehui gongzuo) 
People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao), 
1946-2015 
Title 
Content 
48 
1344 
The Database on the Chinese 
Government, 2001-2011 
Title 
Content 
44 
N/A 
The Database of National People’s 
Congress, 1954-2011 
Title 
Content 
0 
16 
The Chinese People's Political 
Consultative Conference, 1954-
2011 
Title 
Content 
1 
9 
 
Note: The Database on the Chinese Government, The Database of National People’s Congress, and the 
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference are trial databases at the library. These databases were 
accessed at the end of 2011. Because of the in-accessibility of these database afterward, I only include 
information until 2011. 
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The Appearance of Professional Social Work in Newspaper Articles 
While “social work” has appeared as early as 1952 in the title of People’s Daily’s 
articles, the keywords “social worker” (shegong) and “professional social work” 
(zhuanye shehui gongzuo) in both title and content only started to appear after 2000. I 
find that the keyword “professional social work” (zhuanye shehui gongzuo) only 
appeared after 2006 in the official documents and newspaper articles. This has meant that 
the contemporary practice of social work that is a professionalized practice differs from 
other meanings of “social work” practices before the 2000s.  
It should be noted that the understanding of “social work” should be disentangled 
from the understanding of “social worker.” Although social work is used diffusively in all 
newspaper articles to incorporate various existing and newly emerged meanings, the 
profession of “social worker” only appears in 2006 in the People’s Daily. A search of the 
two keywords of “social worker,” shehui gongzuozhe and colloquially as shegong, in the 
title field of the People’s Daily yielded 45 results. Although the first one appeared in 
1990, the contemporary meaning of “social worker” only started to gain its place 
beginning in 2006. Between 1990 and 1991, three results contained the colloquial term 
shegong in the titles. These three articles were about the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ 
Party, which is called xiong shegong dang in Chinese.  
The first appearance of the profession of “social worker” in the content of the 
People’s Daily was on July 25, 2002.15 The article was about the inaugural China Social 
                                                
15 “The Inaugural China Social Work Forum Proposed to Gradually Promote Socializing of Social 
Undertakings” (Shoujie zhongguo shehuigongzuo luntan tichu zhubu tuijin shehuishiye shehuihua), Renmin 
Ribao, July 25, 2002. 
42 
 
 
Work Forum urging all levels of government to incorporate “social work” into the local 
economy and social development plan to establish a troop of social workers with 
professionalized knowledge and skills, in addition to self-sacrificing spirit. In terms of the 
title area, the coverage of the profession of “social worker” in the title area (shegong or 
shehui gongzuozhe) first appeared on August 22, 2006. The sudden surfacing of this 
keyword happened about one month before the 6th Plenum of the 16th Central Committee 
of the Chinese Communist Party (October 8-10, 2006), which had officially stated that 
China would foster a large battalion of social workers. Nevertheless, when examining 
these articles in detail, social worker (shegong) is often conflated with community worker 
(or community cadre) (shequ gongzuozhe) in the street bureaucracy or with volunteers 
(yigong). In the following section, I discuss how I categorize the meanings of “social 
work” in different time periods. 
 
Periodization of The Meanings of Social Work 
Analyzing the content of these 48 articles from People’s Daily and also 
contextualizing them with the personal accounts of different people participating in the 
construction of social work in China, I found that the meanings of “social work” have 
gone through six stages of transformation: 1) Before 1949, 2) 1949-1977, 3) 1978-1988, 
4) 1989-2000, 5) 2000-2005, 6) 2006-2015 (see Table 2.2). In these different stages, 
“social work” has connoted different meanings. 
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Table 2.2: Periodization of the Shifting Meanings of Social Work 
Time Period Meanings of Social Work 
Before 1949 
Social Reform Work 
social welfare, social reform, voluntary activities, social 
survey, scientific social work 
 1949-1977 
Home Affairs Work 
home affairs work, excess work, voluntary activities, 
mass work 
1978-1988 
Civil Affairs Work 
civil affairs work, excess work, voluntary activities, mass 
work 
1989-1999 
Absence of Social Work 
Discourse 
N/A 
*civil affairs work, social management, social welfare, 
voluntary activities, ideological education 
2000-2005 
Professionalizing Social 
Work and Community 
Work 
professional social work, community work, social 
management, social control, social service, social 
welfare, voluntary activities, ideological education 
2006-2015 
Professional Social Work 
and Social Management 
professional social work, social management, social 
control, social development, social service, social 
welfare, civil affairs work, community work, voluntary 
activities, public interest work  
 
Note: *From 1989-1999, there are no articles about “social work” in People’s Daily. These meanings are 
drawn from secondary materials. 
 
During each period, the meanings of social work have changed according to the 
positionality between party-state, potential professional groups, and dominant social 
groups. Depending on the power dynamics, certain meanings of social work come to 
dominate during a particular time period. Therefore, in addition to the periodization of 
time frame, I also name each period with its dominant discourse (see Table 2.2). I 
categorize the shifting meanings of “social work” into six discursive periods: 1) Pre-PRC 
social reform work (Before 1949), 2) Home affairs work (1949-1977), 3) Civil affairs 
work, 1978-1988, 4) Absence of social work discourse (1989-1999), 5) Professionalizing 
social work and Community Work (2000-2005), and 6) Professional Social Work and 
Social Management.  
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Analyzing the distribution of the 48 articles in these six periods, we can see that 
there is a dramatic increase in attention to “social work” beginning in the 2000s. 
Specifically, the period between 2006-2015 has the most articles (see Figure 2.1).16 
Between 1988-1999, there were no articles containing “social work” in the title. I will 
only discuss the five periods in this chapter. Because official recognition and promotion 
of professional social work has begun in the sixth period (2006-2015), I will discuss the 
26 newspaper articles of the sixth period in the next chapter. This will include the current 
policy development of social work.  
 
 
 
Figure 2.1: The Distribution of “Social Work” Articles, 1949-2015 
 
Through this periodization, I show that the understanding of “social work” as a 
profession only emerges after the reform period, and specifically in the 2000s. However, 
                                                
16 Specifically, there are 9 articles from the period of 1949-1977, 5 articles between 1978-1988, 0 articles 
between 1989-1999, 8 articles from 2000 to 2005, and 26 articles on “social work” between 2006-2015. 
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“social work” as a common term in daily language had already connoted activities 
involving the public interest. Nevertheless, under the different state-society interactions at 
the time, each period represents a specific cultural configuration of “social work.” Each 
of the genealogical legacy represents a historically and culturally specific sign of social 
work. Some of them have been passed on to the present understanding of “social work.” 
In addition, these meanings of “social work” have become the sources of identity and 
also confusion for social workers taking on this helping profession in the present. 
Beginning in the next section, I discuss the meanings of social work as represented in the 
articles of the People’s Daily and the historical background of that period. 
 
Pre-PRC Social Reform Work, pre-1949 
Similar to the Western development of social work, the pre-1949 development of 
social work accompanied the emergence of philanthropy and charity organizations. This 
included a variety of social relief and social services instituted by the government, private 
sectors, and religious groups that aimed to provide material or other support services to 
the needy. State power was relatively weak during the period of the Republic of China 
(1912-1949). This gave way for diverse social organizations to become the main agents 
promoting social work. The earlier forms of social services often had a strong 
paternalistic character with the intention to reforming the beneficiary. The philanthropy 
and charity organizations included state-sponsored relief, such as the institution of 
welfare (jiujiyuan or fuliyuan), province or kinship-based family benevolent associations, 
and religious organizations.  
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Social work in Republican China had its roots in the missionary works of 
Christian organizations such as the YMCA (Peng 2010). The earliest model of modern 
social work was initiated by the secretary of the Beijing Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA)—John S. Burgess (Chen 2012). In 1912, Burgess established the 
“Student Social Service Club” (Beijing shehui shijinhui) in Beijing (Zhao 2004). With the 
goal of organizing students participating in Christian social services, the club had a 
membership of 600 and carried out social assistance and philanthropic activities, such as 
a night school for the poor, surveys and social research, and activities for children. The 
mission of the club was to reform Chinese society in order to save the weakening China 
at the time. Through action-based intervention, the club intended to integrate students' 
passion for social reform with the Christian values of social service work.  
The social reformist character of the earlier quasi-social work organizations was 
crystallized in 1922 when the first social work program was established at Yenching 
University with the help of overseas-trained expatriate academics (Peng 2010).17 
Established in the sociology departments of prestigious universities, pre-PRC social work 
education was influenced by the Western sociological tradition and placed heavy 
emphasis on social inquiry and field research. In this sense, social work was understood 
as an “applied sociology” (yingyong shehuixue). Yet, with the early pioneers of social 
work tightly connected to the Christian church and missionaries, earlier social work was 
social services with a religious mission to convert and reform society. At the same time, 
                                                
17 Social work programs were instituted under sociology in prestigious universities such as Yenching 
University (Yenching University is now Peking University), Jinling University, Lingnan University, Fudan 
University, Jili University, Tsinghua University and Furen University (Yuen-Tsang and Wang 2002; Xiong 
and Wang 2007). 
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the state also established government relief institutions to provide care for the elderly, 
orphans, vagrants, and wounded militia.  
The overriding aims of all these benevolent associations had a social-scientific 
character in the desire to discover the roots of weakness in Chinese society. Yet, this goal 
was incompatible with the overriding paternalistic goal arising from the nature of these 
organizations with reformist, religious, or state-centered intentions. Nevertheless, 
expatriate social work practitioners, young students, government officials, and interested 
groups conducted social work in their own ways during this period.  
While these organizations could often be classified as the earliest forms of social 
work in China, the charity and benevolent works that they implemented were different 
from modern day knowledge-based social work. The earliest form of social work 
consisted of residual welfare services to care for those who were already in poverty-
stricken conditions, rather than providing preventive or intervention measures. In 
addition, the strong ties between Christianity and “scientific social work” had given 
earlier social work a paternalistic and goal-driven character in which the purpose was to 
both reform and eventually convert China into a Christian nation.  
The religious roots of earlier social work were demolished upon the establishment 
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The Communist state engaged in a bigger 
project to reform society through ideological indoctrination and mass mobilization. The 
Communist Party regarded the humanities and the social sciences as containing “qualities 
of the capitalist class” (zichanzhuyi xingzhi). Consequently, sociology as discipline, 
which included social work, was abolished in 1952 at all universities (Xia and Guo 2002; 
Zhou and Pei 1997). 
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Social Work as Home Affairs Work, 1949-1977 
Upon the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, the Ministry 
of the Interior (neizhenbu) was established to administer welfare provision. It was the 
predecessor of the present-day Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA) (minzhenbu). After the 
civil war, the Ministry of the Interior conducted urban social assistance work (chengshi 
jiuji gongzuo) with the mission of healing war trauma, stabilizing social order after the 
war, and to rebuilding the national economy (Lu 2006). During this period, the boundary 
between state and society was unclear, and for the most part, the state and society were 
inseparable in achieving mass mobilization efforts. Therefore, activities that could have 
been considered as social work were influenced by party-state ideology. 
Facing the vast social problems prevalent in society right after the war, the young 
cadres in the Ministry of the Interior often felt bewildered by the actual practice of their 
social assistance work, which included stipulating specific codes and drafting working 
documents and research reports.18 In particular, with the complexity of the tasks to revive 
society, cadres in the central institutions had to search for professional guidance to deal 
with these social problems. They could not rely solely on the ideological directives from 
the party-state. Nevertheless, seeking professional guidance and striking a balance with 
the Marxist ideology and party guidance was one dilemma that cadres often faced. Even 
knowing the reality, a cadre had to adjusted their reports for the higher authorities. To 
reconcile the ideology with practical methods was one difficulty that civil affairs cadres 
                                                
18 This account is from an article written by Mouhua Lu (2006), who was a previous officer at the Social 
Assistance Department, the Central People’s Government of the PRC. Lu later became the director of the 
Urban Social Welfare Department at the Ministry of Civil Affairs. 
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found insurmountable in their work. Every justification of their work required logical 
manipulation of the party-state guidelines with the effective methods available at hand 
(Lu 2006). 
During 1949-1958, the Ministry of the Interior engaged in social welfare 
assistance (shehui fuli jiuji) in the urban areas. However, the main difficulty in 
implementing the project was not the work itself, but the question of how to define the 
“subject” of this social welfare assistance. Mouhua Lu (2006), a former civil affairs 
cadre, recounted the dilemma he encountered when implementing these welfare services 
to urban “vagrants” (youmin): 
[During this period,] one thing that I had a strong feeling about was how 
to define a welfare subject, or the “vagrants” (youmin) in the work [of 
social assistance] in order to reform them. Originally, there was an 
explanation of “vagrants” in the article of “The Chinese Revolution and 
the Chinese Communist Party” from the Selections of Mao Zedong. 
However, that particular definition was defined according to the social 
context and revolutionary situation during the Sino-Japanese War. After 
the establishment of the PRC, the nature and situation of the vagrants had 
changed substantially. I had a particularly difficult time in my actual work 
to define the group of “vagrants” using Mao’s thoughts as guidance and 
also taking account of the reality in order to draft documents and 
standardized codes to provide welfare assistance to the urban vagrants. 
 
The deficiency of the party-state guidance in fitting the social reality of the time 
presented challenges to the welfare cadres. During this period, with the overriding aim of 
rebuilding the nation in the aftermath of the war, social assistance carried the ideal of 
reforming the subject to become an ideal labor. 
Reforming the vagrant to become a productive worker had become the main task 
of the Civil Affairs’ social assistance welfare services in the urban areas. The goal of the 
vagrant reform program was to remake vagrants, whether they were prostitutes, 
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hooligans, or homeless, into ideal laborers for the new China. Through techniques of 
ideological inculcation and laboring of the physical body, the remnants of the past could 
be eliminated.  
In the case of reforming prostitutes, the Office for Production and Education 
(shengchan jiaoyang yuan) was established to shelter prostitutes who had no places to go 
after the emancipation (Hershatter 1997). Young communist cadres led these prostitutes 
in ideological reformation, to cultivate their habits for labor, and to prepare them for the 
new society. Yang Yunyu, the Vice Chief of the Beijing’s Women’s Federation, had 
participated in the Communist revolution since 1936 (Mi and Gao 2007). She recounted 
her work at the Beijing Office for Production and Education during an interview: 
We were forbidden to call them prostitutes. Instead, we called them 
students or sisters. We were taught to respect and treat them equally. 
Second, we permitted them to bring in their old mothers or left-alone 
children to the office…After a few days of work, the student members’ 
emotions and resistances gradually calmed down. We grouped them into 
team (zhongdui) and class (banzu) and worked them through routine 
activities to cultivate their working and living habits. After the prostitutes 
had entered into the right track of life, we introduced them to the 
government’s policies in order to explain the goal of shutting down the 
brothels and reforming them. By exposing the hearsay of their bosses, we 
helped them to reform their thoughts and to become more aware of their 
situations.19 
 
The so-called social work in this period of reforming the vagrants was mainly ideological 
education. The process was vividly illustrated in the account of reforming the prostitutes 
in that it consisted of finding the root of their grievances and inculcating them with 
                                                
19 Shiqi Mi and Changwu Gao, “My Work Experience in the Women's Workhouse in Beijing at the 
Beginning of PRC--An Interview with Yang Yunyu” (Jiefang chuqi beijingshi funu 
shengchanjiaoyangyuan de gongzuo—Yang Yunyu fangtanlu), News of the Chinese Communist Party, April 
11, 2007. Available at: http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/68742/69115/69120/5596849.html  
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Communist ideology. The process was called the “movement of speaking bitterness” 
(suku yundong) (Mi and Gao 2007): 
After a period of contact, we [the revolutionary cadres] had a basic 
understanding of our students. Most of them came from poor families and 
were exploited by their landowners, compradors, and bosses. They had no 
choice but to become prostitutes. They never knew that their suffering was 
inflicted by the old society, so they only blamed their miserable fate. 
Therefore, we hoped to help them to break away from the thought of 
destiny, and to find the root of their suffering in order to improve their 
realization as the owners of the new society. Therefore, we decided to 
initiate the “movement of speaking bitterness.” We first mobilized the 
students who had better realization and had suffered from worse 
conditions to speak out about their pain during the small group meetings. 
They talked about their poor upbringing and told everyone how their 
bosses had abused them. Oftentimes, once the speaker cried, the listeners 
would also cry. Then people would start to talk about their pain. To 
supplement this event, we also held meetings to criticize the bosses about 
their crimes and to find the root of prostitutes’ grievances. Through a 
period of delicate ideological education work, student members had a 
change in their thoughts and improved their realization. Most importantly, 
they freed themselves from believing in their fate and began to trust the 
new government. They now had feelings for the new society.20 
 
The reformation work on prostitutes caught attention of the French newspaper—The 
Humanitarian Paper which published an article titled “How the New China Banned 
Prostitution and Reformed Hooligans” written by the then home affairs officer, Mouhua 
Lu (2006). This was the first time that China had propagated its experiences on how to 
solve social problems of the old society and from capitalism. 
During this period the profession of social work was non-existent. The closest 
profession was the civil affairs cadre. Urban residents had guaranteed work, subsidized 
food and amenities and social security (labor insurance attached to your work), and a 
wide range of occupational benefits, as long as one held a job post. Depending on the 
                                                
20 Ibid. 
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wealth of specific work units (danwei), workers and their dependents were able to secure 
reasonable pay for work and work-based welfare that included benefits such as housing, 
schools, hospitals, nurseries, cafeteria, and nurseries. (see Walder 1986). All aspects of 
life revolved around the work unit. Minimal welfare assistance was provided to people 
who had no ability to work. The core welfare programs included welfare homes, welfare 
factories for the disabled and material relief (Wong 1994, 1998). 
During the mid-1950’s, there were two instances in which civil affairs work had 
the opportunity to integrate social work. Inside the Ministry of the Interior, many 
comrades suggested that the ministry should be transformed into the Social Security or 
Social Welfare Bureau. However, this suggestion did not gain respective support from the 
authority at the time (Lu 2006). According to Lu (2006), in another instance, the People's 
Relief Administration of China (Zhonghua renmin jiuji zonghui; PRAC) had transferred 
their work to the Ministry of the Interior. PRAC’s mission was to lead and integrate the 
group-based and individual philanthropic enterprises to assist government mass 
organizations (qunzhong tuanti) to implement production, laboring, and welfare 
assistance. In the past, PRAC had helped victims of calamity and had provided 
production-education shelters for beggars, thieves, hooligans, prostitutes, vagrants, the 
elderly with no dependents, and orphans.  
With the transferring of the PRAC’s work to the Ministry of the Interior, the 
cadres working inside the bureau had a larger burden of welfare work that called for 
professional knowledge in managing various kinds of social problems and issues. In 
addition, after a working meeting held in Wuhan on the convalesce homes for the 
disabled elderly, orphans and the mentally-challenged, the Ministry of the Interior re-
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constituted the nation's production-education institutes as welfare institutes (Lu 2006). 
These shelters, or convalesce homes, became social welfare institutes to house the needy. 
During this period, Lei Feng (1940-1962), a young soldier of the People's 
Liberation Army of China, became a nationwide posthumous cultural icon. What Lei 
Feng had done to receive much praise could be characterized as “social work” in the 
present time. It carried the meaning of voluntary activities with a strong emphasis on 
mass work. Portrayed as the model citizen of China who devoted himself to “serving the 
people” (wei renmin fuwu), the propaganda campaign of "Follow the example of 
Comrade Lei Feng" (xiang lei feng tongzhi xuexi) began in 1963 after his death. The 
campaign had encouraged people to emulate Lei’s selflessness, humbleness, and devotion 
to the Communist Party and the people of China. The Campaign of “Learning from Lei 
Feng” is still popular in China today, and he has remained a cultural icon as a reminder of 
the spirit of social service and dedication to Party lines. “Learn from Lei Feng Day” is 
March 5th of every year and is still observed today. Discussions of Lei Feng still pervade 
in present times, and he has come to represent people who devoted time to public social 
service. Thus, social workers are often equated with Lei Feng. 
 
Social Work as Voluntary Activity 
In general terms, “social work” during this period had meant “voluntary activity,” 
and had two meanings. Firstly, social work referred to works outside of one's assigned 
job or work unit that were done without remuneration. Once people took on work outside 
of their work unit, if the work pertained to ideological reform or public service and was 
done without reward, it was considered “social work” during the planned economy.  
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Secondly, from the perspective of the party-state, mass work (qunzhong gongzuo) 
was also considered “social work.” In particular, the party’s mass organization's (quntuan 
tuanti), such as the Communist Youth League, the Women’s Federation, and the Trade 
Unions, were considered to be conducting “social work” to encourage popular 
participation, to mobilize the masses, to integrate them into political life, and to penetrate 
into society at large. “Social work” had meant the use of administrative procedures and 
ideological education by grassroots cadres to solve problems by changing people’s 
thoughts. The methods ranged from ideological political education to public welfare 
(gongyi) type of service activities.  
In my survey of the People’s Daily during this period, “social work” referred to 
work done without remuneration as well as work involving ideological education. Both 
meanings denoted that “social work” was voluntary activity. The first article in People’s 
Daily containing “social work” appeared in 1952. In that article, the author criticized 
many local party leaders for assigning too much extra “social work” to elementary school 
teachers, such as “summarizing materials, reports, and statistics.”21 Because these 
teachers had to stay up to draft the summarized reports, some of the elementary schools 
had been suspended.  
In a 1956 article urging the school to reduce the “social work” burden on students, 
“social work” also meant voluntary activities and mass work:  
Students had too much “social work” in the school that was too 
burdensome for them. Students helped with planting trees, the Four Pests 
campaign, road construction, propagating traffic rules, conducting 
household censuses, playing, taking apart the walls, and serving 
                                                
21 “Correcting the Wrong Doings of Making Elementary School Teachers Handle the Burden of Social 
Work” (Jiuzheng rang xiaoxue jiaoshi fudan shehui gongzuo guoduode cuowu zuofa), Renmin Ribao, 
Section 6, December 18, 1952. 
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visitors…Too many activities in the school reflected inappropriate 
methods on students' thought education…[Although this is the] method of 
mass mobilization, this method was not delicate, lacked depth, and often 
times created disorder.22 
 
Similarly, in a 1963 article, the author also called for attention to students who took on 
the burdens of social work.23 
In two articles published in 1957, “social work” was equated with public welfare 
voluntary activities that were tightly connected to the ideology of socialism— “serve the 
people”: 
In the city of Tianjin, there are more than 7,000 capitalist family members, 
who had participated in various kinds of “social work” and political theory 
learning. Most of them are used to only caring about their own families. 
Some only care about luxurious spending. But now, they have begun to 
care about the welfare of the state and even encourage their relatives to 
actively receive socialist training.24 
 
The mainstream media begged the local party leaders to relieve the burden of “social 
work” from teachers and students as seen in the previous discussion. Meanwhile, Xin 
Huai, in an article concerning the “sent-down cadres” (xiafang ganbu), encouraged sent-
down cadres to make time for doing “social work” in addition to working. In this case, 
“social work” meant works outside of one's assigned job that were done without 
remuneration. Huai Xin wrote: “[Social work] is a kind of training to transform oneself. It 
can help us better understanding the ideas and the living condition of peasants. In 
addition, [social work] can also help us better comprehend the reality of rural society and 
                                                
22 “Do Not Ask Middle School Students to Do Too Much Social Work” (Buyaola zhongxuesheng quzuo 
guoduode shehui gongzuo), Renmin Ribao, Section 7, November 14, 1956.  
23 Ping Qing, “We Should Care about Students Who Take on the Social Work Burden” (Yinggai guanxin 
danfu shehuigongzuo de xuesheng), Renmin Ribao, Section 2, November 22, 1963. 
24 Xinhuashe, “New Air after the Socialist Transformation—Seven Thousand Family Members of 
Capitalists Participate in Social Work” (Shehui zhuyi gaizaohou de xinqixiang—tianjin qiqianduo 
zibenjiashu canjia shehuigongzuo), Renmin Ribao, Section 4, January 10, 1957.  
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train our working capability.”25 In another 1958 article, the author insisted that 
participating actively in “social work” is good “to steel oneself in labor” (laodong 
duanlian).26 The last article of this period appeared in 1964. In this article, the author 
described a voluntary tutoring team initiated by housewives as an important “social 
work,” and said that such action reflected these women’s political awareness.27 
 Between 1964 and 1981, no articles with “social work” in the title appeared in 
People’s Daily. This time frame coincides with the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). 
During this period, while the work of the Ministry of the Interior was interrupted and the 
consequently halted, several cadres continued welfare work sporadically throughout 
different regions of China (Lu 2006). In May 1978, the Ministry of the Interior was 
reinstated as the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA). 
 
Social Work as Civil Affairs Work, 1978-1988 
Beginning in 1978, after the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Chinese 
Community Party (CCP) Central Committee, the CCP adopted a more liberated and 
reformist approach to China’s social development. This was due to the market reforms 
beginning in this period. Consequently, this signaled the reinstatement of the previously 
disbanded social sciences and humanities disciplines. However, during this period, social 
work was mostly aligned with civil affairs work, following the transition from the 
                                                
25 Huai Xin, “Does Sent-Down Cadre Need to Do Social Work?” (Xiafang ganbu yaobuyao zuo shehui 
gongzuo), Renmin Rebao, Section 4, February 24, 1958. 
26 Wenzhuo Yin, “How to Steal Oneself in Labor? Actively Participating in Social Work Has Great 
Benefits” (Jiujing yinggai zenyang laodong duanlian? Jijicanjia shehui gongzuo haochu henda), Renmin 
Ribao, Section 4, May 13, 1958. 
27 “An Important Social Work” (Yixiang zhongyaode shehui gongzuo), Renmin Ribao, Section 3, September 
8, 1964. 
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Ministry of the Interior to the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA) in 1978. The meanings 
of “social work” still carry the meaning of voluntary work in terms of welfare services 
and daily help. However, some aspects of “social work” still refer mass work and 
ideological education geared toward recruiting CCP members. In this section, I will 
discuss the establishment of social work programs, the community reforms led by 
MOCA, and the discourses of “social work” in People’s Daily. 
In 1983, Deng Xiaoping, the CCP leader at the time, called for the reinstatement 
of Sociology. However, Social Work was not recognized during this period (Deng 1983). 
With the restoration of the discipline of Sociology, the famous rural sociologist, Fei 
Xiaotong, edited a volume of the Introduction to Sociology (1981), and included a 
chapter on Social Work. In his words, the social work curriculum was considered to be an 
applied sociology. Since then, social work education has been gradually aligned with 
civil affairs work (minzheng gongzuo) to suit the needs of the reform era.28 Consequently 
Sociology was established around 1982. 
While social work programs had not been established in universities, studies of 
Social Work and related subjects were reintroduced, mostly through the dedicated older 
social work educators who had been educated in the West in the 1920s and 1930s. These 
professors, in order to promote social work, had linked it to civil affairs work and 
socialism. For example, Madam Lei Jiechiong, a famous sociology pioneer, received her 
master's of sociology from the University of Southern California before the establishment 
of the new China. During an interview in 1983, Madam Lei said that civil affairs work is 
                                                
28 In this chapter, I capitalize Social Work to differentiate it from the general discourse on “social work.” 
The capitalized Social Work is an academic discipline, and it is how we understand social work as a 
helping profession. 
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“social work with Chinese characteristics” (Wang and Jie 2005). Fei Xiaotong (1981) 
made a similar comment about the nature of civil affairs in China in his Introduction to 
Sociology (shehuixue gailun;): “Civil affairs work is socialist social work with Chinese 
characteristics.” Mouhua Lu (2006), who has worked as a civil affairs cadre at both the 
Ministry of the Interior and now the Ministry of Civil Affairs, contended that civil affairs 
work has a mass-based and social character. Therefore it implies an “inherent yet 
undeveloped [social work] professionalism.”  
There is an inherent affinity between the transitioning Socialist civil affairs work 
and Social Work in post-1978 China. Facing an increasingly diverse society after the 
economic reforms, there emerged the immense demand for social services and human 
resources to fulfill various welfare needs. This has prompted the gradual alignment of the 
interests of the Ministry of Civil Affairs and several leading Chinese social welfare 
scholars to zealously advocate the need for social workers.  
Beginning in 1984, the Ministry of Civil Affairs sent the first Social Work 
delegation to Hong Kong to investigate social welfare institutions and social work 
education (Xia and Guo 2002). This exploratory trip sparked future restoration and 
reconstruction of professional social work education and the social welfare service 
delivery system in China. Following this pioneering assessment of Hong Kong’s welfare 
model, the state Education Commission of the PRC finally decided to formally establish 
“Social Work and Social Management” (shehui gongzuo yu shehui guanli) as a 
recognized university discipline. With a fund of one million RMB from the Ministry of 
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Civil Affairs, the “Social Work and Social Management” was first established under 
Sociology in Peking University (PKU) in 1988 (Yuan 1991, 1998).29  
1987 was an important year for the development of social work education. The 
first Social Work Education Conference took place in Madian, Beijing.30 At this 
conference, Social Work professionals and scholars, along with the state Department of 
Education set up long-term goals to advance the development of social work through 
reforming higher education. This conference was often referred to as the “Madian 
Conference” by the social work academics and civil affairs cadres. 
Despite the progress that had occurred, when the National Association of Social 
Work (NASW) of the United States visited China for the first time in 1978, it was clear 
that Chinese people had no idea what a social worker is or does. When the American 
social workers asked the Chinese people if they had social workers in China, the Chinese 
people always related “social work” to the political slogan of “serve the people.” Similar 
observations were found during the second NASW visit the following year. 
When the NASW visited the Peking Psychiatric Hospital during their first China 
tour, the American social workers asked the resident doctor for a method to treat mentally 
ill patients in the ward who had little self-confidence. Dr. Shen Yu-cheun, the head of the 
psychiatric division, answered: 
First we have to study and learn the reasons why [patients] do not have 
much self-confidence. Perhaps it is because they feel they lack the ability 
                                                
29 1987 and 1988 were important years for Social Work educational development. On October, 1987, the 
National Educational Bureau (guojia jiaoyu weiyuanhui) promulgated “The Introduction and Catalogue of 
Professions of Undergraduate Education in the General Higher Education.” In this introduction, Social 
Work and Management was incorporated into undergraduate education as the “pilot-test” specialized field. 
Some books stated that 1987 was the year that Peking University established the Social Work and 
Administration curriculum, while others state that the date of establishment was 1988. 
30 Many of my informants mentioned the importance of the Madian Conference. 
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to work or that they are physically weak. In this case, we would help the 
patients study the Contradictions of Chairman Mao. We will explain that 
contradictions exist everywhere. There are contradictions in the family and 
contradictions in work. For example, the place where a person works 
might set a standard that is higher than he is able to reach. In that case, we 
will help the patient learn to face the problem, instead of evading it. We 
also encourage patients to study the examples of our heroic 
revolutionaries…We encourage our patients to overcome their low self-
confidence through their enthusiasm for the socialist revolution. When 
they again feel that they can make a contribution to the socialist cause, 
they realize that their personal defects or physical shortcomings are too 
trivial to be concerned about. (Alexander and Alexander 1979: 80-81) 
 
In a personal comment following the interview transcription, US social worker Joseph T. 
Alves reflected on the usage of psychotherapy as a method of treatment for mental illness 
as understood by Western social workers. He said it was not used the same way in the 
Chinese context, but “what they refer to as psychotherapy is more appropriately termed 
‘reeducation,’ which involves much more controlling and didactic methods than does 
psychotherapy” (Alexander and Alexander 1979: 85). 
Similar to the NASW’s observation, the changes in social work education did not 
immediately surface and reflect the discourse about “social work” in the mainstream 
media. The general understanding of “social work” during this period had retained some 
of the meanings of the previous period, such as that social work was understood as 
voluntary activity outside of the work unit. However, aspects of mass work and 
ideological education had been less emphasized, while meanings of social work during 
this period had a closer connection to social welfare.  
Regarding the discourses of “social work,” the gradual discursive discontinuity of 
mass work and the discursive continuity of voluntary work to facilitate social welfare can 
be observed in the five articles found in the People’s Daily during this period. All five 
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articles were about the “social work” done by retired cadres (lixiu ganbu). The first 
article appeared in 1982, and was about how a group of old retired cadres helped the local 
community to educate youth.31 In a 1983 article titled “The Retired Older Comrades 
Should Do More Social Work,” the reporter wrote that even when a comrade stepped 
down from the frontline, there was plenty of “social work” that he or she could engage 
in.32 
All articles between 1978 and 1988 were either about retired cadres doing social 
work or some units of the Chinese Communist Party encouraging retired cadres to do 
social work. Two other articles appeared in 1983 and 1984, both of which were about 
how the central government’s units, such as the Culture and Education Unit in the 
Publicity Department of the Communist Party of China, had actively arranged the retired 
workers to do “social work.”33 The last article in this period had appeared in 1987. It was 
an example of how a retired cadre of the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese 
Kuomintang (minge colloquially) had solved the problems of various local visitors during 
the six years after he retired, and he had even saved a young woman trying to commit 
                                                
31 “Old Retired Cadres of Anshan City Help the Local Community to Educate Youth” (Anshanshi lixiu 
laoganbu zuo shehui gongzuo xiezhu jiceng jiaoyu qingshaonian), Renmin Ribao, Section 4, May 14, 1982.  
32 “The Retired Older Comrades Should Do More Social Work” (Tuiju ersanxian de laotongzhi yao duozuo 
shehuigongzuo), Renmin Ribao, July 20, 1983. 
33 Xinhuashe, “The Culture and Education Unit in the Publicity Department of the Chinese Communist 
Party Actively Arranges Retired Cadre to do Social Work—Participating in Consulting Institutes: To 
Deepen Survey Research at the Grassroots. Zhu Shuli Said: ‘Do Extensive Social Work’” (Zhongyang 
xuanchuan wenjiao danwei jiji anpai ganbu zuo shehui gongzuo, canjia zixun jigou; shenru jiceng diaocha 
yanjiu; Zhu Shuli shuo; zuo guangfande shehui gongzuo), Renmin Ribao, Section 4, August 5, 1983. Li 
Shangzhi and Zhang Yanping, “Organization Department of the CCP Urged the Local Organizations to 
Compile the Experiences of Retired Cadres. To Better Help Old Comrades to Better Enjoy Their Old Age 
and to Exercise Their Remaining Passion” (Zhongzubu jieshao gedi zuzhi lituixiu ganbu congshi shehui 
gongzuo de jingyan; bangzhu laotongzhi genghaodi anduwannian fahui yure), Renmin Ribo, Section 4, 
November 9, 1984.  
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suicide.34 In this period, the types of activities in “social work” included: organizing old 
comrades to align friends outside of the party, helping the police department to ensure 
safety, talking to the cadres to do thought education, conducting social surveys, and 
talking to the youth to do ideological education.35  
Because retired cadres were mostly Communist Party members, most articles on 
“social work” were about voluntary activities. In two articles from the perspective of the 
central government, “social work” had an aspect of mass work, emphasizing ideological 
work. For example, the last article in this period appeared in 1987. Chen Rongjie, 
claimed that he was famous for “being nosy” (haoguan xianshi) and had intruded on 
6,000 cases of civilians' affairs.36 Other than this type of ideal-typical notion of social 
work, no contemporary understanding of professional social work was found in the 
survey of the newspaper. 
After 1987, despite the gradual disappearance of “social work” discourse from the 
mainstream media and political documents, the first official social work conference was 
held in Beijing. Because the conference was held at a conference venue near Madian 
Bridge, it is commonly remembered as the “Madian Conference.” Also around this time, 
the Ministry of Civil Affairs instituted a series of policy initiatives to reform communities 
(shequ) and their service provision. These social policies had strong implications for the 
development of professional social work in the 2000s. 
                                                
34 Guanghui Cao, “Chen Rongjie, Member of the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang, 
Does Social Work Passionately; Received Six Thousand Visitors During the Six Years After Retirement” 
(Minge chengyuan Chen Rongjie rexin shehui gongzuo; tuixiu liunian jiedai laifangzhe liuqianduorenci), 
Renmin Ribao, Section 4, February 22, 1987. 
35 Ibid. 
36 “Member of the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang, Chen Rongjie, is Enthusiastic in 
Social Work/Serving Six Thousand Visitors in Six Years of Retirement” (Mingechenyuan chenrongjie 
rexing shehuigongzuo/tuixiu liunian jiedai laifangzhe liuqianduorenci), Renmin Ribao, Feb 22, 1987. 
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In 1986, the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA) began to nationally reform the 
community service provision. With the deterioration of the work unit and the transition of 
the state-owned enterprises, MOCA initiated an agenda to re-organize the existing 
Chinese communities into shequ (literally meaning “community”). Shequ was to replace 
the former work unit to become the mechanism for service delivery in order to manage 
the consequences of aggressive economic reform programs, complex social development, 
and precarious political stability (Xu, Gao and Yan 2006).  
The concept of shequ has three dimensions (Derleth and Koldyk 2004; Herberer 
and Gobel 2001). Spatially, shequ, as the administrative sub-unit below the Street Office, 
represents a geographical area that hosts a population of 3,000 to 16,000 inhabitants and 
is capable of self-governance. 2) Socially, shequ can foster a sense of shared interests and 
needs by engaging residents in self-governance. 3) Functionally, shequ as a unit can 
facilitate the implementation of service facilities and local government administration. 
This social reform began with the establishment of Community Activities Centers 
at shequ as the place for both leisurely activities and welfare services. The first center 
was established in Wuhan in 1987 (Xu, Gao, and Yan 2006). Subsequently, more 
localities in Wuhan, plus ones in Shanghai, Beijing, Tianjin, and Changzhou also set up 
their own community activities centers. These policy directives to reform the community 
were connected to the later period. Therefore, I will discuss them, along with the 
“Madian Conference” on social work, in the following section. 
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The Absence of “Social Work” Discourse in Public Media, 1989-1999 
Between the ten years from 1989 to 1999, no articles using the exact phrase of 
“social work” in the title were found in the People’s Daily or in any other government 
databases. Nevertheless, the development of professional social work had begun to 
surface in education and the state civil affairs department. As mentioned in the previous 
section, After the “Social Work and Social Management” program was established in 
Peking University (PKU) under the Department of Sociology, Renmin University and 
Jiling University also established a “Social Work and Social Management." program. 
Beginning in 1989, PKU began to recruit undergraduate and master’s students for the 
“Social Work and Social Management” program. The Chinese Youth University, the 
Chinese Women’s University, and the Beijing Social Administration Vocational College 
for Civil Services were also among the first to establish “Social Work and Social 
Management” as an academic discipline. After a thirty year of halt of social work 
education, the discipline had finally begun to thrive in the changing social environment 
under the market economy. 
Several international conferences on social work and social welfare were held 
between 1988 and 1992. With the convenience of proximity, Hong Kong social work 
educators were the most involved in the early establishment and the goal setting for the 
social work education in China (Wu, Chen and Zhang 2009; Yuen-Tsang and Wang 
2002). Because of the need for foundational knowledge to handle civil affairs work, civil 
affairs and party cadre schools began to incorporate social work education in their 
curriculum building during the higher education restructuring.  
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Instead of subordinating “Social Work and Social Management” to the 
department of sociology, former party cadre schools were the earliest to institute the 
baccalaureate program of “Social Work and Social Management.” I interviewed the chair 
of the Department of Social Work in a Women’s University in Beijing. She told me that 
when she came to work in the university in 1987, the Social Work Department was 
originally called the “Department of Women’s Movements” (funü yundongxi). The 
department was renamed several times until it arrived at its current title of Social Work: 
I came to this university many years ago and have been working in this 
unit since 1987. Originally, this department was called the Department of 
Women’s Movements, but around 1990-1991 it was renamed the 
Department of Women’s Work and Management. In 1993, the name was 
changed again to the Department of Social Work and Management. 
Gradually we got rid of the “management” part of the name in most of our 
classes and department codes. Ever since the university relocated to the 
new address in 1995, our department has officially been called the 
Department of Social Work. (Interview, March 3, 2011) 
 
The chair also told me that this women’s university had originally been an adult 
school for Women’s Federation’s cadres. Before the transition to a regular 4-year 
university in 1995, the university had trained women’s cadres to manage women’s affairs 
and had also done women’s literacy training during its early days. She thought that the 
management perspective in the cadre school had made it a better fit for the incorporation 
of social work. In a similar vein, the China Youth University for Political Sciences, a 
former party cadre school for the Communist Youth League, was the first to adopt Social 
Work and Management as an independent department in 1993, and have been the leading 
educational institutes for social work practitioners.37 
                                                
37 See the website of the Social Work Department of the Chin Youth University for Political Sciences: 
http://sw.cyu.edu.cn/  
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During this period, the technocratic transitioning of the CCP’s cadre school to 
incorporate social work expertise for social control into the scheme of social management 
occurred. Additionally, Peking University’s Social Work program, nested under the 
Sociology Department, was the leading education institute in fostering the first group of 
social work educators in China after the economic reforms. Since social work as an 
academic program had only begun in 1988, the majority of the social work educators had 
not received an education in Social Work. Because most social work teachers went to 
school before educational reform, academic disciplines were less specified, and teachers 
usually received their degrees in sociology or other disciplines such as philosophy or law.  
Being the first educational institute to reinstate a Social Work program, educators 
at Peking University collaborated with universities in Hong Kong (Yan and Tsang 2005). 
Hong Kong, with its proximity to Mainland China and its British colonial tradition of 
Social Work, had become the immediate model of social service delivery for China. A 
current social work professor, who was originally trained in sociology, described how she 
had participated in the first training session hosted by the Department of Social Work at 
the Hong Kong Polytechnic University (HKPU) to explore the meanings and 
applicability of Social Work in her university: 
Madian Conference was the initial signal that [the state] had decided to 
develop Social Work. At the time, only four universities in China had just 
reinstated the Social Work Program, including Peking University. I heard 
about “social work” for the first time during the summer of 1990 at Peking 
University when I was auditing a course. During that time, Peking 
University invited [social work] educators from Hong Kong to teach their 
first Social Work cohort which entered the university in 1989, and of 
which I was a part of…Beginning in 1992, the Department of Social Work 
at HKPU established a long-term collaborative teacher’s training program 
with the goal of promoting Social Work in China. From the end of 1993 to 
the beginning of 1994, they selected a group of nine people to go to Hong 
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Kong as the first group of “pioneering social workers” from China to 
participate in a short-term Social Work training and educational tour. 
Three people were from our university, and I was one of them. We went to 
Hong Kong for about a semester [six months]. Before we embarked on our 
short training, HKPU and Peking University held a “supervising training” 
session and during the pre-trip training, the most common question people 
asked was “what does social work do?” After we arrived in Hong Kong, 
we audited many courses, participated in various supervising training 
workshops, and went to library to read books about social work. We 
gradually familiarized ourselves with the discipline of Social Work. 
Consequently, our department officially was renamed the “Department of 
Social Work” in 1993. (Interview, March 17, 2011) 
 
Following the 1987 Madian Conferences, interested parties in both the state and 
academia delved into the promotion and development of Social Work as a “legitimate” 
and “worthy” discipline in line with China’s market transition and the transformation of 
the state-owned enterprises (Lu 2006; Yuan 1998; Yuen-Tsang Wang 2002). Gaining this 
official recognition, the China Association of Social Workers (CASW) was established in 
1991 under the supervision of MOCA. It became an official member of the International 
Federation of Social Work (IFSW) in 1992 (Ma 2005). However, from 1991 to 2000, its 
executive committee was composed of either retired officials from MOCA or officials 
who had lost their job during downsizing (Ma 2005). Therefore, the CASW had less 
impact on social work development during this period. 
Most of the attention in the 1990s had been geared toward the restructuring of 
“community” (shequ) led by the Ministry of Civil Affairs. Replacing the work unit in the 
previous planned economy, shequ had been designated as the means for both for social 
control and social service (Ma 2005). As mentioned in the end of the previous section, 
inside shequ, community activity centers were set up to provide service for the elderly 
and needy in the community. In 1993, the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA) worked with 
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fourteen government ministries and departments to draft policy to accelerate the 
development of community service provision (Xu, Gao, and Yan 2006). In this policy, 
shequ were appointed as the smallest unit in community governance. The staff at the 
community activities centers, governed by the Street's Residents Committee, was 
responsible for service-delivery (Xu, Gao, and Yan 2006).  
Therefore, a massive growth of social projects to establish community centers 
throughout China has occurred since 1989 (Xu, Gao, and Yan 2006). In 2001, there were 
6,444 community centers in China according to MOCA’s statistics.38 The centers, 
according to 1995 national standards of community service, were required to provide a 
minimum of eight types of welfare and charitable services for seniors, the disabled, 
children and youth (Xu, Gao, and Yan 2006).  
MOCA, now in charge of social welfare as well as other social programs, has 
begun to realize the need for developing professional Social Work as the strategy to 
address ever-complicating social problems (Yan and Tsang 2005). In the mid-1990s, 
MOCA’s policies to “socialize” (or societalize; shehuihua) social services had meant the 
gradual privatization of social services in order to reduce “the government’s financial and 
administrative responsibility and encourage more actors to participate in welfare 
provision” (Guan 2000: 120; Wong 1994, 1998). Because community activity centers 
encompass both welfare and non-welfare aspects, under this policy directive part of the 
social services provided by the center are marketized by charging fees. MOCA also 
                                                
38 The number was gathered from the Department of Finance and Administration, Ministry of Civil Affairs 
of China, China Civil Affairs Statistical Yearbook, Beijing, China: China Statistics Press, 2001. 
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introduced means-tested eligibility for welfare qualification (Cho 2013; Wong 1994, 
1998).  
The goal of restructuring community into shequ was to replace the diminishing 
danwei (work unit) that had previously managed all aspects of individual life. In addition, 
community centers and service stations were designed to form a vast community service 
network to replace the pre-reform, work-based service delivery system. In addition, the 
intermingling of free welfare services and fee-charging services in the community 
activity centers helped alleviate the oversupply of labors, especially laid-off workers, 
within the community by providing opportunities for reemployment (Xu, Gao, and Yan 
2006). Community residents were encouraged to be self-employed by providing services 
to the community for a fee. Home care, convenience store and food services, and cultural 
and recreational services became the three major fee-charging services provided under 
the banner of community services (Wong 1998; Xia 2001). Community services had 
become a formal economic activity that not only included welfare but “also industries 
that can benefit the local economy” (Xu, Gao, and Yan 2006: 78).  
While the post reform welfare system had decentralized welfare responsibilities 
from the central to the local, community service provision was disorganized. In addition, 
most of the staff working at the community service centers were not professionals in the 
service field but retired or laid-off workers. Therefore, social services were provided in 
an administrative or bureaucratic manner without tailoring to individual need. With the 
advocacy of Social Work educators, Key officials at MOCA realized that the experiment 
of the shequ community service centers had to be coupled with professional human 
resources. In this way, professional personnel could better conduct the social services 
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formerly provided by the enterprise-based work unit welfare system. Social service 
professionals, such as social workers, could also fit better with the current scheme of 
“socializing social welfare” (Leung 1994; Yuen-Tsang and Wang 2002). 
Accompanying this need for service professionals, on the academic side, the 
meaning of “social work” as a helping profession quietly emerged along with the 
formalization of educational curricula of social work. Promoted by conscious Social 
Work educators in academia, the China Association for Social Work Education 
(CASWE) was established in 1994 in Peking University. It went on to become the 
leading figure in promoting professional social work education curricula in universities. 
CASWE had significant impact on the shaping and formalizing of the curriculum training 
for social work education (Yuen-Tsang and Wang 2002; Xiong and Wang 2007). 
CASWE is an academic organization that served social work students and educators. It 
also had international collaborators to facilitate the development of social work education 
in China.  
As mentioned earlier, most Social Work teachers during this period had not 
received formal post-graduate education in social work. Therefore, improving the quality 
of Social Work training was one focus of CASWE. This was done by collaborating with 
Social Work educators in Hong Kong, beginning in the early 1990s. From 1993-1994, the 
CASWE planning committee held several conferences with the Hong Kong Council of 
Social Service and the Asia Pacific Region Social Work Education Association. The goal 
was to establish the direction and aims of social work curriculum building in China 
before CASWE’s official founding in December 1994 (Yuen-Tsang and Wang 2002). 
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Before any other provinces had even heard of social work, Shanghai was the first 
municipality to experiment with Social Work practice beginning in 1996. In 1996, with 
the approval of the municipal government, the Luoshan Citizen’s Club (lushan shimin 
huiguan), located in Pudong, became the first social work-based service organization 
(Jiang and Qi 2010). Operated by the YMCA with government approval, the Luoshan 
Citizen’s Club was a new model for community service provision, different from the 
existing community activities center. It was run by NGOs instead of community cadres or 
laid-off workers, and delivered social services to community members in the areas of 
elderly services, youth after-school activities, and citizen’s enrichment programs. The 
daily operations were managed by professional social workers affiliated with the 
Shanghai YMCA and YWCA (Wu, Chen, and Zhang 2009). The variety of community-
based social services garnered much support from community members.  
  Moreover, in addition to establishing Social Work service organizations run by 
NGOs, Shanghai began to explore the possibility of embedding social workers in the 
community to expand the career channels for social work graduates. Beginning in 1997, 
the Social Development Department of the Pudong New Area (pudong xinqu shehui 
fazhanju) began recruiting social work graduates from all over China to work at social 
service organizations in the community (Wu, Chen, and Zhang 2009). These graduates 
with social work baccalaureate degrees worked in the community and welfare institutes 
to provide direct services to the targeted clients. This pilot test provided guidance for the 
occupational outlooks of graduates of social work. 
Along with the recruitment of professional social service workers into the 
community, the Shanghai government also began experimenting with the cultivation of 
72 
 
 
social work organizations. Established in 1999, the Shanghai Pudong New Area Social 
Worker’s Association was voluntarily organized by social workers in Pudong (Wu, Chen, 
and Zhang 2009). This association aimed to promote social work professionalization in 
areas of civil affairs, community service, education, public health, and legal affairs. The 
association recruited graduates with social work bachelor's and master’s degrees as full-
time staff. Subsequently, the association also helped establish a Social Worker’s 
Association in Shanghai's Luwan and Putuo districts. 
In this section, I argue that although discourses of social work disappeared from 
the mainstream media during this period, institutional and social change occurred which 
gradually accommodated Social Work. In addition, with the pressing needs to reconnect 
with international communities, social work curriculum building has come to incorporate 
general professional methods of social work, such as case management, small group, 
community, and social administration. The formalization of educational curricula 
preceding the consolidation of the social work profession has also shaped the meanings 
of “social work” into its modern understanding. In the following section, I introduce the 
last period of the meanings of “social work” in which “social work” was officially 
incorporated into the state’s grand plan of social development and social management. 
 
Professionalizing Social Work and Community Work, 2000-2005 
Beginning in this period, “social work” began embodying the meaning of 
“community work” (shequ gongzuo) and social welfare in the newspaper articles. This 
change had to do with the restructuring of the community service provision, the 
transferring of state welfare responsibility to communities, and the emergence of social 
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workers, graduating from social programs and working in the community. The overriding 
aim of “socializing social welfare” (shehui fuli shehuihua) since the 1990s that 
crystallized in 2002 has attempted to transition social welfare from the work-based 
benefits to community-based social services. Social services are made available to urban 
residents at a market price, but are free to the elderly and the disabled (Croll 1999; Xu, 
Gao, and Yan 2006).  
“Socializing social welfare” connotes the decentralization or privatization of state 
welfare provisions. However, such a neoliberal definition is too sensitive to be found in 
the state’s lexicon. Instead, the initiative on “socializing social welfare” (shehui fuli 
shehuihua) eschews people’s dependence on the state to outsource social services to 
community groups and social organizations (Wong 1994). Thus, the emergence of the 
social work profession since the 2000s stems from these sets of underlying changes in 
Chinese society and the surrounding professions.  
The profession of social work gained official recognition in 2000 when multiple 
state departments along with MOCA promulgated the “Suggestions on Accelerating the 
Realization of Socializing Social Welfare” (Guanyu jiaquai shixian shehui fuli shehuihua 
de yijian) campaign to set the guidance for advancing the goal of socializing social 
welfare. This policy requested that related departments stipulate favorable policies to 
encourage different social actors to actively participate in social welfare enterprises (Wu, 
Chen, and Zhang 2009). To better manage the development of these social enterprises, 
MOCA requested that the Ministry of Human Resources establish standards for the 
professional status (zhiye zige) of social workers in 2000. 
74 
 
 
After the first Chinese Social Work Forum was held in Shenzhen, MOCA notified 
the county-level civil affairs department (ju) and bureau (ting) to advocate for the 
establishment of Social Work. As the pioneering city of Social Work, Shanghai first took 
the plunge to incorporate social workers in local social organizations as stipulated in the 
1990-2020 Shanghai City Development Plan.39 In 2003, Shanghai expanded its Social 
Worker credentialing System to a four-level standard. Beginning in 2004, the Shanghai 
Social Worker Association began to hold regular Social Work licensing exams. 
Consequently, the first batch of licensed social workers came from Shanghai.  
In addition, in June 2004, Shanghai’s Department of Civil Affairs added the 
Division of Professional Social Work, which became the first state division pertaining to 
social work (Wu, Chen, and Zhang 2009). This establishment strengthened the linkage 
between the social work profession and civil affairs. It also inevitably made the state civil 
affairs apparatus the supervisory unit of Social Work and social workers. At the same 
time, other parts of China have also been experimenting with the implementation of 
social work into the current social administration system to further transfer the 
responsibility of social welfare to individuals, private sponsors, and other local 
organizations (Leung and Nann 1995). In 2004, the Ministry of Labor and Social Security 
issued the Regulations on the Occupationalization of Social Workers. However, with the 
progress made in developing Social Work, the meanings of “social work” gradually 
changed from socialist mass work and voluntary work to representing community work 
and social welfare. 
                                                
39 Shanghai published “The Comprehensive City Planning of Shanghai (1999-2020) Mid and Recent 
Construction Action Plan” (Shanghai chengshi zongti guihua 1999-2020 zhong jinqi jianshe xingdong 
jihua) on April, 2003 (Wu, Chen, and Zhang 2009: 13). 
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“Social Work” as Community Work and Social Welfare, 2003-2005 
The People’s Daily’s articles containing “social work” in the title were either 
about “community work” (shequ gongzuo) or came to embody the meanings of social 
welfare. The first article after 2000 appeared in 2003. It was about a 22-year-old college 
graduate of the Social Work program who got elected as the director of the Community 
Resident’s Committee. The college graduate said: “After four years of studying [Social 
Work], I am really happy to have come to the Tianjin Economic-Technological 
Development Area to engage in community work (shequ gongzuo).”40  
In the three articles in 2004, “social work” referred to the work done by social 
workers, which was the contemporary understanding of social work. However, “social 
work” did appear in the name of the China Association of Social Workers (CASW). The 
articles were all about the formation of sub-divisions in the CASW—the Working 
Committee on Welfare Lottery, the Fund for Infectious Disease Prevention, and the 
Committee on Community Voluntary Work.41 Interestingly, the same author wrote both 
articles, and the uses of “social work” connoted actions to help elders, people with 
disabilities, and orphans to enrich their material and cultural lives. 
During this period, two other meanings of “social work” passed on from the 
previous period still prevailed. One was the meaning of social welfare, or welfare 
                                                
40 Jie Chen, “College Graduate of Social Work Gets Elected as the Director of the Community Resident’s 
Committee (New Things in the Community)” (shehui gongzuo zhuanyie daxuesheng dangxuan shequ 
juweihui zhu ren (shequ xinshi)), Renmin Ribao, Section 5, July 25, 2003. 
41 Hui Zhong, “The China Association of Social Workers Establishes The Working Committee on Welfare 
Lottery” (Zhongguo shehui gongzuo xiehui caipiao gongzuo weiyuanhui chengli), Renmin Ribao, Section 
10, February 5, 2004. Hui Zhong, “The Chinese Social Work’s Association Establishes the Fund for 
Infectious Disease Prevention” (Zhongguo shehui gongzuo xiehui chuanran jijinghui sheli), Renmin Ribao, 
Section 15, August 5, 2004. 
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provisions. The other was voluntary activities which included thought education. In 2004, 
two articles urged the state-owned enterprises (SOEs) to better separate “social work” 
from enterprises. In this case, “social work” specifically referred to work-based social 
welfare. For example, one article was about pushing SOEs to separate their social 
functions by following the deployment of the State Council (guowuyuan): “ Separating 
‘social work’ is to deepen the reform of SOEs, and it is also to solve the historical 
problem of too many employees that resulted in heavy burdens for the SOEs. SOE 
competitiveness can thus improve.”42 
In the article that used “social work” to refer to voluntary activities, student party 
members at the Beijing University of Chemical Technology had exceled in school work, 
technological activates, and “social work.” Students did a lot of “social work,” which 
included thought education (sixiang jiaoyu) in order to reform other students.43 
As represented in the newspapers of this period, a new meaning that “social 
work” has acquired is the current understanding of professional social work. However, 
other meanings from the past still persist, such as social welfare, voluntary activity, and 
thought education. How the current meanings have entered into the public discourse can 
be attributed to the state-led processes of restructuring community for social control as 
well as to the pilot-testing social work in communities for enhancing service-delivery.  
                                                
42 “Huang Ju and the Center, at the Symposium of SOEs Separating the Social, Emphasize that Unifying 
Thought and Raising Awareness to Separate Social Work from SOEs Actively and Smoothly” (Huangju yu 
zhongyang qiye fenliban shehui huiyi daibiao zuotanhui qiangdiao tongyi sixiang tigao yishi jiji wentuodi 
zuohao qiye fenliban shehui gongzuo), Renmin Ribao, Section 1, April 30, 2004.  
43 Fang Cao and KuanxI Feng, “Beijing University of Chemical Technology Cultivates a Group of Student 
Party Members. They are the Progressive Force among Student Groups, Leaning from Their Disciplines, 
Participating in Scientific Activities, Excelling in Social Work, Leading the School, and Constructing 
School Spirit. They are the—Young Pioneers Who Lead the Flag” (Beijing huagong daxue peiyangle 
zheyang yipi xuesheng dangyuan, tamenshi xusheng qunti zhongde xianjin liliang, zai zhuanyexuexi, 
kejihuodong, shehui gongzuo zhong chuleibacui, conger yinling xuefeng, xiaofende jianshe, tamenshi 
xiaoyuanli qingchunde xianfeng, yinlingde qizhi), Renmin Ribao, Section 3. October 20, 2005. 
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Each of these developments have gradually paved the way for the tremendous 
development of professional social work beginning in 2006. At the same time, the public 
recognition of different meanings of social work has created a discursive space for 
different groups to claim legitimacy to do “social work” under this top-down policy 
directive. In the next chapter, I will discuss the discourses of “social work” beginning in 
2006, how different social policies have facilitated the professionalization of social work, 
and also the emergence of licensed social workers. 
 
Hybrid Identities of Social Work Before 2006 
This chapter provides an analysis of the changing meanings of social work from 
the Pre-PRC period to the development of professional social work up until 2005. 
Through a discourse analysis of official newspapers and political documents, I analyze 
the genealogy of changing meanings of social work. The structural entanglement of the 
phrase “social work” with the state during each period has created different 
understandings of social work.  
Before the establishment of the PRC, social work had its roots in the missionary 
works of Christian organizations. It was connected to charity work, the scientific method 
of social survey, and voluntary activities. Although several universities had established 
Social Work as part of the educational curriculum of Sociology, social work had 
embodied a social reformist character, led by welfare-oriented and religious-based social 
organizations.  
Upon the establishment of the PRC, “social work” had meant work outside of 
one’s responsibility, or mass work. The meanings often entailed ideological education, 
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voluntary work, and excess work. During this period, the state dominated the social 
realm, and all social organizations were therefore an extension of the state. Because of 
this, social work connoted work that was outside of one’s assigned job or work unit, and 
was often done without remuneration.  
With the market reforms and the open-door policy of 1978, the reinstatement of 
universities' social science disciplines re-instituted the study of Social Work, yet 
subordinated it under the discipline of Sociology. However, during the period of 1978-
1988, all articles about “social work” were about retired party members, and the 
meanings had been about “voluntary work,” including aspects of both ideological 
education and social service.  
 Between 1989 and 1999, there were no articles about social work in the People’s 
Daily. However, discourse analysis of the state social policies has shown that the 
understanding of “social work” in the current sense first appeared in 1991, after the 
establishment of the China Association of Social Workers (CASW). However, because 
the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA) supervised the CASW, much of the propagation of 
“social work” had been about civil affairs work—including the social welfare program, 
social control, the restructuring of community, and community service-delivery (Wong 
1994). Much of this period focused MOCA trying to restructure the community to replace 
previous work units and the establishment of community activity centers. 
Between 2000-2005, meanings of social work were primarily about “professional 
social work,” but with a few instances about the welfare provision of the state-owned 
enterprises or voluntary activities conducted by CCP members. During this period, Social 
Work as a professional program was recognized by the state as the means to “socializing 
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social welfare”—through upgrading community cadres' or workers' knowledge and skills 
on social control and social welfare. For example, the Shanghai city government had 
been experimenting with Social Work, such as by embedding social workers in the 
community and initiating the city-level social worker licensure exam. With these 
developments, Social Work was recognized in 2006 as the skills capable of relieving 
social tension and maintaining social harmony. In this way, the state endorsed practices 
of social workers as the necessary means to the grand scheme of a harmonious socialist 
society.  
In the following chapter, I discuss the national institutionalization of social work 
along with discourse analysis of “social work” since 2006. The implementation of the 
National Social Worker Occupation Level Examination has been in effect since 2008. 
With the state’s endorsement, there has been a meteoric boom of social work education 
programs at the college level. The street-level bureaucrats are also encouraged to acquire 
social work certification through material incentives.  
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Chapter 3 
Let One Hundred Flowers Bloom: State-Led Professional Social Work 
 
In a late afternoon in April 2011, I visited the Harmony Social Work Agency 
(SWA). Harmony is located on the top floor of the Street Office building in a shanty 
community where over 50% of the residents are poor. The director of Harmony, Chen 
Xiang, explained that because Harmony started as a student club for community service 
and social work at a nearby University, they had developed a relationship with the Street 
Office. Therefore, when Chen Xiang, as the former president of the community service 
and social work student club, heard that SWAs had been established in other districts in 
Beijing, he wanted to start his own, even though he had majored in law, not social work. 
This Street Office, in which Chen and other members of the student club often visited, 
had opened the door to Chen because of the policy initiative to promote social work 
beginning in 2006. Chen also told me that most staff at Harmony had not majored in 
social work. Half of them were his law classmates. However, they have taken advantage 
of the rather lenient qualifications to participate in the social worker licensure exam. All 
of the members of Harmony SWA had passed the exam for junior social workers.  
According to the “Temporary Stipulation on Social Workers' Occupational 
Standard Evaluation” drafted by the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA) and the Ministry 
of Human Resources in 2006, in order to qualify for the junior social worker’s 
examination, one must have at least one of the following qualifications: 
1) Have received at least a High School or Secondary School diploma 
and have participated in “social work” for at least 4 years 
2) Have received a College Degree in Social Work and have 
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participated in “social work” for at least 2 years 
3) Be a member of the current graduating class of the Social Work 
program at an accredited university 
4) Have received a diploma at a Vocational School in another 
discipline, but have participated in at least 4 years of “social work” 
5) Have received a college degree or above, and have participated in 
at least 2 years of “social work”44 
 
These qualifications were administered for the first National Social Worker’s 
Occupational Standard Evaluation which took place in 2008.  The exam had two levels—
Junior Social Work (zhuli shegongshi) and Social Worker (shehui gongzuoshi). After 
working as a Junior Social Worker for six years, one can participate in the Social Worker 
examination.  
However, in the above-mentioned qualification of junior social worker, the 
qualification to become a social worker was loose, especially where it stipulated that one 
has to participate in “social work” without specifically pointing out what “social work” 
entails. Therefore, when the exam was in effect in 2008, many of my informants in 
Beijing who had not received curricular training in social work but had taken part in 
some kind of voluntary activities in community or NGOs, took advantage of rule number 
five to qualify for the licensure exam. Chen Xiang, the director of the Harmony SWA, 
told me that he showed a document issued by his school to the examination committee 
that indicated he had participated in over two years of “social work” both as the president 
of the student club and as a student party member. This instance indicates that some of 
the meanings of “social work” as discussed in the previous chapter have persisted. 
*** 
                                                
44 The full qualifications to participate in the National Social Worker Occupation Examination can be seen 
at: http://sw.mca.gov.cn/article/zcwj/200710/20071020002534.shtml  
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In this chapter, I discuss the sudden changes in meanings of “social work” from 
socialist social work to a professional version of social work as a practical intervention 
done by professional social workers to address people’s problems and connect them to 
resources in order to fulfill the neoliberal aim of “Helping People Help Themselves.”45 I 
also investigate the inevitable persistence of some of the meanings in practice by drawing 
from discourse analysis of articles in the People’s Daily and also the policy changes of 
this period intended to promote the profession of social work.  
Understanding the changing normative meanings of “social work” can help us 
better grasp how some of the dominant meanings of “social work” of the time still come 
to influence the development of modern day social work. In particular, in my later 
chapters, I have shown that the discursive continuity of some meanings of “social work” 
are still prevalent in different localities. This has resulted in the “one hundred flowers 
bloom” (baihua qifang) phenomenon of social workers and SWAs beginning in 2006. 
 
Social Workers for the Harmonious Socialist Society 
Beginning in 2006, the conceptions of “social work” as a helping profession to 
assist social service and social management suddenly appeared in the mainstream 
discourse. In the mainstream media, this meaning gradually replaced the long-lasting 
socialist meanings of “social work” before 2006 that entailed voluntary activities for the 
CCP. Beginning in 2006, Social Work went through unprecedented changes. First, in 
2006, the final report of the 6th Plenum of the 16th Central Committee of the Chinese 
                                                
45 This is a shortened definition of the full description of social work used by the Ministry of Civil Affairs. 
The full text can be viewed at: http://sw.mca.gov.cn/article/mtgz/200802/20080200012055.shtm  
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Communist Party officially revealed the state’s commitment to develop new social 
assistance programs carried out by service professionals in response to the evolving 
society. In particular, Hu Jintao, the General Secretary of the Communist Party at the 
time, called for a “a large battalion of social workers” to help maintain and develop the 
harmonious socialist society.46 In 2008, the National Social Worker Occupation Standard 
Examination went into force nationally.  
With the state’s arduous establishment of the professional social worker, the 
national plan to “Outline for the State’s Long-Term Human Resource Development 
(2010-2020)” and the “Plan for the State’s Long-Term Human Resource Development 
(2010-2020),” issued by MOCA in 2010 and in 2012 respectively, stated that China will 
foster 1.45 million professional social workers and 3 million social work human capital 
by 2020.47 These policies have each hastened the development of social workers. Below, 
I discuss the development of social work and the meanings of “social work” during two 
periods: 2006-2010 and 2011-2015. My analysis is supplemented by fieldwork 
observation and interview. 
  
Social Work for Social Management and the People’s Livelihood, 2006-2010 
Since 2006, bearing the goal of maintaining social stability to engender a 
harmonious society, “social development and management” (shehui jianshe yu guanli) 
has been one clear objective of the Chinese government. “Social development” (shehui 
jianshe; the literal translation is "social construction") has been a buzzword since Hu 
                                                
46 For an English version, see: http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?lib=law&id=7542&CGid=   
47 For an English version, see: http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/jhgh/201204/20120400302325.shtml  
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Jintao declared “Accelerate Social Development with a Focus on Improving People's 
Livelihoods,”48 at the 17th National Congress of the Communist Party of China. 
In this plan, the agenda of “social development” is expanded to the realms of 
education, employment opportunities, the income distribution system, the social security 
system, basic medical and health care systems, and lastly, the social management system 
at the primary level.49 The strengthening of the infrastructural management power at the 
primary level coincides with the Chinese state’s directive since 2000s, which is to 
maintain social stability through restructuring existing community into shequ. In some 
ways, these social workers are the new “street-level bureaucrats” who bring professional 
knowledge to the street-level (Lipsky 1980). Considered as the perfect match, 
professional social workers can strengthen the social management system to solve social 
problems, minimize factors conducive to harmony, and properly handle contradictions 
among the people (Derleth and Koldyk 2004; Herberer and Gobel 2001). 
Between 2006 and 2007, People’s Daily’s articles with “social work” in the title 
were all about articulating the relationship between professional social work and the 
harmonious society. They were also about developing a Chinese style of social work, or 
social work with Chinese characteristics. In 2006, Zuwen Zhong wrote that “the task for 
human resources of social work is social management and service work, and these [tasks] 
are about people who are consequential to society’s harmony and stability.”50  
                                                
48 “Full text of Hu Jintao's report at 17th Party Congres,” Xinhuanet, October 24, 2007. 
49 For an English version, see: http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?lib=law&id=7542&CGid=  
50 Zuwen Zong, “Striving to Construct a Grand Battalion of Social Work Human Capital—The Three 
Proclamations Have Promised to Construct the Socialist Harmonious Society” (Nüli jianshe hongdade 
shehui gongzuo rencai duiwu—sanlun wei jiangou shehui zhuyi hexie shehui zhuyi tigong zuzhi baozheng), 
Renmin Ribao, Section 1, December 18, 2006. 
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Responding to such a tremendous demand for social work human resources and 
professional social work education during this period, much academic collaboration has 
occurred. Peking University took the lead in establishing the China Social Work 
Research Center along with Hong Kong Polytechnic University in 2007.51 The 
professional master's degree in Social Work (MSW) programs began in 2008. In 2007, 
Pan Yue’s article was about a conference held to explore the relationship between the 
core values of the harmonious society and the core values of social work in order to 
promote a new system of social work theory and practice with Chinese characteristics.52 
In this article, “social work” was defined as: “the profession of applying methods and 
knowledge of professional social work to provide professional social services for 
individuals, families, organizations, and communities.”53 Nevertheless, in his article, Pan 
expressed that during this time, social workers were weak, and that “social work” had not 
been understood or recognized by society.54 
After the institutionalization of The National Social Worker Occupation Standard 
Examination in 2008, a series of state-led initiatives were issued to embed social workers 
at every level of community services provision. During this year, articles in People’s 
Daily were all about the licensure exam, or about how social work could innovate the 
system of social management. Interestingly, an article appeared before the examination to 
introduce social workers as “social doctors” (shehui yisheng) and “social engineers” 
(shehui gongchengshi). Xiaoxia Deng and Zhengxiong Jiang argued that the constructing 
                                                
51 For the center’s information, see: http://www.cswrc.org/Item/Show.asp?m=1&d=16  
52 Yue Pan, “The Symposium of Social Work and the Construction of Harmonious Society, Simayi Aimaiti 
Attended” (Shehui gongzuo yu goujian hexie shehui luntan juxing Simayi Aimaiti chuxi, Renmin Riba), 
Section 10, June 18, 2007. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
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the harmonious society required “social doctors” who were social workers.55 In 
particular, in a survey done by Deng and Zheng among friends, most respondents equated 
social workers with volunteers or staff at the Community Resident’s Committee (CRC). 
Many cadre leaders were also not familiar with “social work,” and thought of it as 
thought education, political work, mass work, or civil affairs work.56 This observation 
corroborates my analysis in Chapter 2. Another article in 2008 was an introduction of the 
professionalization of social work in Shenzhen through introducing social work 
supervisors from Hong Kong as early as 2007. 
In 2009, MOCA issued a notice to each province and city to promote the 
development of Social Work Agencies (SWAs) in order to further the professionalization 
of social workers. Each SWA was given special instructions to register under MOCA as a 
“civil non-enterprise unit” (minban feiyingli). The notice also advised local civil affairs 
offices to “relax the qualification for registration accordingly,” (jiangdi menkang) and to 
“simplify registration procedures” to encourage different social groups to establish their 
SWAs.57 In this “notice,” a SWA is defined as: 
A civil non-enterprise unit centered on social workers by upholding the 
goal of “Helping People Help Themselves” (zhuren zizhu), following the 
code of ethics of the social work profession, using professional 
knowledge, techniques, and skills of professional social work 
comprehensively, doing service work that includes assisting difficulty, 
                                                
55 Xiaoxia Deng and Zhengxiong Jiang, “Fostering Social Work Human Capital is Just Like Cultivating 
Economy-Building Human Capital, The Center’s Strategic Planning Has Made Social Workers ‘Step into 
the Hall Legitimately’—Constructing Harmonious Society Needs ‘Social Doctor’” (Xiang peiyang jingji 
jianshe rencai yiyang peiyang shehui gonzuo rencai, zhongyang zheyizhanlue jiangshi shegon dengtang 
rushi—jiangou hexie shehui xuyao shehui yisheng), Renmin Ribao Section 15. February 26, 2008. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ministry of Civil Affairs, “Notice on Promoting the Development of Private Social Work Agencies by 
the Ministry of Civil Affairs” (Minzheng bu guanyu cujin minban shehu gongzuo jigou fazhan de tongzhi), 
Oct 12, 2009. See: http://sw.mca.gov.cn/article/zcwj/200910/20091000039648.shtml  
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mediating contradiction, protecting rights, mental guidance, correcting 
behavior, and adjusting relationships.58 
 
In addition, a registered SWA must clearly state the goal of social work services in its 
mission statement. Furthermore, at least one of the initiators must have a social work 
license. Alternatively, at least two of the initiators must have at least the license of junior 
social worker.59 
To facilitate the establishment of SWAs, Bingliang Zhen, the chief director of the 
Social Work Personnel of MOCA, wrote a personal reflection about the notice of 
promoting private social work services before it was issued. He explained that the goal of 
the “notice” was to facilitate the establishment of SWAs to retain social workers in order 
to help improve people’s livelihood (minsheng) through this agenda of social 
development: 
In the current period, our country has manifested a series of special 
characteristics at a new transitional stage. This has given rise to a series of 
new situations and problems. Social groups needing care and services 
have increased dramatically, and the emergent social problems have 
become complicated, diversified, and personalized. These have presented 
great challenges to the construction of a harmonious society. Under the 
condition that we cannot immediately establish many more public 
institutions [to solve these problems], the existing public institutions can 
no longer provide more flexible and diversified social services. [That is 
the reason that] we stipulate policies to develop professional social work 
agencies to provide services that are closer to the people, to serve the local 
level, and to adapt to social needs. [In this way], we can better solve 
existing social problems.60 
 
                                                
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Bingliang Zhen,  “Notice of Promoting the Development of Private Social Work Agencies by the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs—Another Strategy to Promote Social Work Human Resources in Our Country” 
(Minzhen bu guanyu cujin minban shehui gongzuo ji gou fazhan de tongzhi—tuidong woguo shegong 
rencai de you yi zhuashou), Ministry of Civil Affairs, April 10, 2009. See: 
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/shgz/200910/20091000039649.shtml  
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Zheng also specifically urged local governments to incorporate SWAs into their plans of 
social management to both provide protection for SWAs and also rely on them to solve 
social problems, enhance social development, and maintain social stability. However, he 
cautioned that while local governments should help SWAs to develop, they should not 
“force [social work agencies] to grow, replace their duties, or allow too many to 
bloom.”61 
From 2009 to 2010, four articles containing “social work” in the title appeared in 
the People’s Daily, and none of them were about SWAs. The article in 2009 was about 
the establishment of the “Medical Social Work Department” (yiwu shehui gongzuo bu) at 
Peking University People's Hospital, which was the first in China.62 Social workers, 
wearing green vests, were described as “Professional Lei Fengs”—the self-sacrificing 
soldier of Mao in a modern professional uniform:63  
In China, the medical social worker (yiliao shehui gongzuozhe) is a new 
idea, and many people have equated medical social worker with 
“volunteer” (zhiyuanzhe or yigong) or regular social worker. In fact, 
providing volunteer services is only one part of medical social work. In 
2006, the Ministry of Human Resources officially confirmed the 
profession of “social worker” (shehui gongzuo zhe) and called it 
“registered social worker” (shehui gongzuo shi).64 Medical social workers 
are those working in the medical field. If a volunteer is an “Amateur Lei 
                                                
61Ibid. 
62 Jianfeng Bai, “The Peking University People’s Hospital Establishes the First ‘Medical Social Work 
Department,’ Medical Social Workers, Just Like Doctors and Nurses, Became Important Members of the 
System of Medical Service, Now Hospital Has ‘Green Vest’”(Beida renmin yiyuan zai quanguo shuaixian 
chengli “yiwu shehui gongzuo bu,” yiwu shehui gongzuozhe he yisheng hushi yiyang, chengwei yiliao 
fuwutixi zhongde zhongyao chengyuan yiyuan youle “lümajia” (jüjiao)), Renmin Ribao, Section 18, 
October 22, 2009. 
63 Lei Feng (1940-1962) was a young soldier of the People's Liberation Army of China, who became a 
posthumous cultural icon nationwide. Lei Feng has done a lot of voluntary activities to help people in need, 
and his motto is “Serve the People” (wei renmin fuwu). For more discussion of Lei Feng, see Chapter 2. 
64 I translated shehui gongzuo shi as “registered social worker” because the last Chinese character of shi 
means “teacher,” “expert,” or “one who has mastered a skill.” 
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Feng,” then a social worker is a “Professional Lei Feng,” or we can call 
[social workers] the organizing managers of “Amateur Lei Fengs.”65 
   
As shown in this quote, people still confuse “social work” with other types of activities 
that were used to represent “social work.” Social workers have striven to establish their 
professional ground in the existing institutions, such as hospitals.  
 The two other articles were about “social work” as an innovation in social 
management (shehui guanli chuangxin) for social welfare and social control in the new 
social context of the market economy. In 2010, the article titled “Daqing: Extending the 
Arms of Social Work” was about finding ways to “prevent or resolve conflicts” in order 
to “ensure safety and guarantee stability.”66 In this case, “social work” referred to 
extending social control through decentralizing social management tasks to the Street-
level and consolidating social resources. The party secretary of Daqing said that there 
was no end to exploring innovation of social management: 
In the past, the masses wanted to have the means of subsistence, such as 
eating, having a job, going to school, and visiting a doctor when sick. 
Now, the masses want more status, dignity, equality, and justice. In these 
new circumstances, if we [the party cadres] are in charge of innovation in 
social management, we are administering economic development, 
maintaining social harmony, and improving people’s livelihoods.67 
 
Another 2010 article proposed a similar meaning of “social work” as social welfare and 
social management. In the article, Pan Yue wrote: “Social work is a modern strategy to 
mediate the social problems brought by industrialization, urbanization, and 
                                                
65 “The Peking University People’s Hospital Establishes the First ‘Medical Social Work Department,’ 
Medical Social Workers, Just Like Doctors and Nurses, Become Important Members of the System of 
Medical Service, Now Hospital Has ‘Green Vest’”(Beida renmin yiyuan zai quanguo shuaixian chengli 
“yiwu shehui gongzuo bu,” yiwu shehui gongzuozhe he yisheng hushi yiyang, chengwei yiliao fuwutixi 
zhongde zhongyao chengyuan yiyuan youle “lümajia” (jüjiao)), Renmin Ribao, Section 18, October 22, 
2009. 
66 Zhiyong Fei, “Daqing: Extending the Arm of Social Work” (Daqing: yanshen shehui gongzuo shoubi 
(jianzheng shehui guanli chuangxin xilie baodao 4), Renmin Ribao, Section 17, June 23, 2010. 
67 Ibid. 
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marketization.”68 In this way, social work, as a new method to innovate ethnic affairs, can 
help to maintain social stability in the ethnic regions in order to ensure national 
prosperity.69 
Meanings of social work during this period were about improving people’s 
livelihood (minsheng). The last article in this period was in 2010, and it was about how 
some talented social workers had been well-reputed in servicing people to improve their 
livelihoods. Specifically, about 1,000 professional social workers went with doctors and 
psychologists to help victims of the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake. Social workers had 
become the “bosom friend” (zhixinren) to people at the disaster site.70 Sheng (2010) 
wrote: “[this action] has demonstrated the professional function of social work to develop 
social harmony.”71 However, even though many advances were made in “social work” 
during this period, people still needed to disentangle “social work” from it past meanings,  
or re-appropriate past meanings to explain what a social worker is, such as a 
“professional Lei Feng.” In the next section, I move to the most recent developments in 
social work. 
 
Professional Social Work, 2011-2015 
To further clarify and affirm to local governments that government procurement 
of social work services should be implemented, MOCA along with the Ministry of 
                                                
68 Yue Pan, “Hui Liangyu Sent a Letter to the Symposium of Ethnic Area Social Work Demanding [Them] 
to Do Social Work Well in the Ethnic Areas to Promote Prosperous Development of Each Ethnic Group” 
(Huiliangyu zhixin minzudiqu shehui gongzuo yu shehui jianshe yaoqiu zuohao minzudiqu shehui gongzuo 
cujingeminzu gontong fanrong fazhan), Renmin Ribao, Section 3, June 26, 2010. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ruolan Sheng, “Provide Human Resource Support to Construct Harmonious Society—A Summary of 
the Constructing The Troupe of Social Work in Our Country” (Wei jiangou hexie shehui tigong rencai 
zhicheng—woguo shehui gongzuo rencai duiwu jianshe zongshu), Renmin Ribao, Section 2, May 24, 2010. 
71 Ibid. 
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Finance issue the “Guiding Opinions about Government Procurement of Social Work 
Services.” This 2012 directive stipulated a plan for local government procurement of 
social work services. In this document, social work service is defined as: 
Social work service is the professional technique provided by professional 
social workers for people in need. Professional social work services 
include coping with difficulties, remediating contradictions, humanistic 
concerns, psychological counseling, behavioral correction, relation, 
coordinating resources, social functioning, relational adjustment, 
amending and enhancing adaptation to social environments. Social work 
services are an important component of the modern social service 
system.72  
 
The policy also provides a definition of “government procurement of social work 
services”  (zhengfu goumai shehui gongzuo fuwu):   
Government procurement of social work services is an important 
institutional arrangement. It means that government uses specific funds to 
buy social work services from professionally qualified social 
organizations, enterprise units, and public institutions through a 
marketized and contract-based arrangement.73 
 
Each of these policies legitimated the role of social workers and SWAs as the main 
agents for providing social services. They also imply that only professional “social work 
services” can solve the increasingly complicating problems generated by the market 
economy.  
 In 2011, articles that appeared in People’s Daily were either about the policy and 
advancement in promoting social work or the definition and future direction of social 
work. In this year, the “Comments on Strengthening the Operational Mechanism of 
Establishing the Troop of the Professional Social Work Human Resource” was jointly 
                                                
72Ministry of Civil Affairs, “Guiding Opinions about Government Procurement of Social Work Services by 
the Ministry of Civil Affairs and the Ministry of Finance” (Minzhen bu caizhen bu guanyu zhengfu goumai 
shehui gongzuo fuwu de zhidao yijian), 2012. See: 
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/tzl/201211/20121100383464.shtml  
73 Ibid. 
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issued by eighteen state departments.74 This policy stipulated that by 2015, China would 
have 2-million professional social workers.75 By 2020, there would be 3 million 
"professional social work human  capital" (shehui gongzuo zhuanye rencai).76 In 
addition, the document also confirmed that the guiding principle of the development of 
professional social work should be: “guided by the [Chinese Community] Party, 
promoted by the government, with popular participation, stressing key points, grounded 
in the grassroots, and distinguished by Chinese characteristics.”77 In this article, Pan Yue 
commented that the “Comments” (yijian) was the first document to define “Professional 
Social Work Human Resources” as: 
A [professional] who has a certain degree of professional knowledge and 
skills on social work. These professionals can help with social welfare, 
social assistance, charity, community building, marriage and family, 
mental health, disability recovery, educational counseling, employment 
assistance, worker’s assistance, crime prevention, substance abuse, 
judicial correction, family planning, emergency action, or direct services.78 
 
According to this definition of social worker, social workers have to provide various 
types of welfare in order to maintain social harmony. 
                                                
74 The eighteen departments were the CPC Central Committee, the Central Political and Legal Affairs 
Commission, the State Commission Office for Public Sector Reform, the National Development and 
Reform Commission, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Public Security, the Ministry of Civil 
Affairs, the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Human Resources and Social 
Security, the Ministry of Health, the National Population and Family Planning Commission, the Letters and 
visits Bureau, the State Council’s Poverty Relief Office, the National Trade Union, the Communist Youth 
League of China, the All-China Women’s Federation, and the China Disabled Persons’ Federation. See: 
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/shgz/201111/20111100197275.shtml  
75 In 2015, as of now, China had not achieved this number. 
76 Nevertheless, the “Plan for the State’s Long-Term Human Resource Development (2010-2020),” issued 
by MOCA in 2012, has revised the number to 1.45 million professional social workers and 3 million social 
work human capital by 2020. 
77 Yue Pan, “The Promulgation of the ‘Comments on Strengthening the Operational Mechanism of 
Establishing the Troop of the Professional Social Work Human Resources,’ In 2020, Professional Social 
Work Human Capital Will Reach About 3 Million People” (Guanyu jiaqian shehui gonzuo zhuanye rencai 
duiwu jiazhi de yijian banbu, woguoshouge shegong zhuanye rencai zhuanmen wenjian chutai, dao 2020 
nian, shehui gongzuo zhuanye rencai yuji dai 300wanren), Renmin Ribao, Section 16, November 9, 2011. 
78 Ibid. 
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Just like describing social workers as “social doctors” or “Professional Lei 
Fengs,” in order to distinguish them from other occupations, newspaper discourses in this 
period focused on re-defining professional social work, different from the historical 
understandings of “social work.” In a 2012 article, the vice director of the Department of 
Social Work in MOCA, Zheng Liu, pointed out, “In developed countries and advanced 
areas, professional social work already has over 100 years of history. However, in our 
country, the development of professional social work came late, but has developed 
rapidly since the 6th Plenum of the 16th Central Committee of the Chinese Communist 
Party.”79 Zheng’s talk indicates that the professional social work is a new phenomenon in 
China. 
As observed in this period, discourses on professional social work and social 
workers that are different from the previous understandings of “social work” had taken 
ground. However, from the analysis of People’s Daily articles, I discovered that previous 
understandings of “social work” as voluntary activities or ideological education still 
persisted in the general understanding. One meaning of “social work” that has meshed 
with the current meaning of social work is “social welfare.”  
In 2013, MOCA implemented several “Guiding Comments” (zhidao yijian) and 
“notifications” (tongzhi) to expedite the development of professional social work.  This 
included several policies to speed up the implementation of community social work 
                                                
79 Yue Pan, Yucheng Shi, and Guoping Sheng, “Accelerating the Development of Professional Social 
Work—Interviewing the Vice Director of the Department of Social Work in MOCA, Zheng Liu” 
(Jiakuaituijin zhuanye shehui gongzuo fazhan (jianzhen, guanzhu shegongxilie baodaozhisan)—fang 
minzhengbu shegongsi fusizhang Liu Mao), Renmin Ribao, Section 17, April 25, 2012. 
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service (shequ shehui gongzuo fuwu), disaster social work service (zaihai shehui gongzuo 
fuwu), and the management of social service volunteers by social workers.80  
Among each of these policies issued by MOCA, two are particularly prominent—
the “Code of Ethics for Social Workers” and the “Notice on Nationally Promoting the 
Menu-like Social Service.” The “Code of Ethics for Social Workers” contains seven 
chapters and twenty-three codes. In particular, three codes of conducts are about 
promoting social work with Chinese characteristics and following the guidance of the 
CCP: 
Code 3: Social workers should love their country, love their people, 
support the leadership of the CCP, follow the constitution and legal codes, 
and act in the direction of policy directives implemented by the Party and 
the nation. 
 
Code 4: Social workers should adhere to the central values of Socialism by 
following people-centered concepts and “Helping People Help 
Themselves,” loving their work, and managing the relationships between 
service subjects, colleagues, organizations, and professionals and society. 
 
Code 20: Social Workers should inherit the fine tradition of the Chinese 
culture and learn from the development of international social work to 
draw experiences of social work in Chinese society in order to promote 
social work with Chinese characteristics. 81 
 
The above-mentioned codes of ethnics tailored social work to fit Socialism and the 
Chinese experience in order to prevent social workers from conduct service outside of the 
state-guided principles. For example, Code 21 only said that social workers can 
“safeguard social equality and justice” (weihu shehui gongping zhengyi) to advance 
social welfare, but such pursuit of social justice must follow the previous codes of 
advancing Chinese socialism. 
                                                
80 These policies can be found at: http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/shgz/  
81 The Code of Ethics for Social Workers is available online: 
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/shgz/201301/20130100404285.shtml  
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 The wording of the “ Notice on Nationally Promoting the Menu-like Social 
Service” is even more interesting because it uses the metaphor of the restaurant menu 
(caidan) to describe the cataloging of social services in the area, including social work 
service, into a menu booklet and then distributing the information to city residents. The 
experiences were drawn from the pilot-testing in Taian, Shandong. The way it expressed 
the idea of menu-like social service is as follows: 
Taian’s “menu-like” social service system is [conducted through] 
compiling information on people with specialized social services skills 
into a booklet. The information is then made public. In this way, residents 
can choose their own service provider, like ordering a dish in a restaurant. 
The specific method can be categorized into four steps “preparing the 
dish” (beicai), “ordering the dish,” (diancai), “sending the dish” (songcai), 
and “evaluation of the dish” (pingcai). “Preparing the dish” means making 
the catalog of the names of the service providers. Then the information is 
made public to residents as a “menu” (caidan). “Ordering the dish” means 
that residents can find a service suitable to their conditions from the 
“menu”…“sending the dish” means that the social service station choose 
qualified service providers from the “menu,” then register the service 
providers in the community. According to resident’s needs, [these service 
providers] will come at a specific time and place to provide service for the 
assigned resident. “Evaluating the dish” means that residents will fill out 
the “Service Evaluation Form” after the service, to assess service quality 
and make recommendations.82 
 
This description of social services was just like ordering off a menu at a fast food 
restaurant. In this market version of social services, social service is privatized and 
evaluated for its quality through competition. Nevertheless, local state controls social 
service through the community service station. This decentralized service delivery 
example was published and promoted on the MOCA website.  
 
                                                
82 The “ Notice on Promoting the Menu-like Social Service Nationally” can be found at: 
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/shgz/201312/20131200570016.shtml  
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Fostering Talents of Social Work 
The discourse on “social work” from 2012-2013 was about cultivating talents 
(rencai peiyang) of social work. This is because one focus of the “Comments” (yijian) 
promoted in 2011 was to elevate the quality and quantity of professional social workers 
through higher education. In 2011, one article was about establishing a system of 
compensation and incentives to reward social workers because, “the current professional 
status of social workers is not high, compensation is rather low, and spaces of 
development are quite limited.83 In another 2012 article, Liguo Li, the Head of MOCA at 
the time, pointed out that while the need for social work was immense, the ambiguity of 
the “posts” (gangwei) of social work and the limitation of service platforms had hindered 
its development.84 Therefore, Li said that the next step for social work was to “enhance 
social work professional education, complete the social work evaluation system, and 
implement programs to foster social work human resources.”85 
During this period, articles were mostly about successful cases of social work 
practice. Two of them were about social services demonstration projects conducted by 
the China Association of Social Workers (CASW). This included the social service 
demonstration project for the disaster area in Western China and the demonstration 
project on social work service supervision in Xinjiang.86 Another article was about the 
                                                
83 Yue Pan,“Professional Human Capital of Social Work Can Enjoy Special Benefits from the State 
Council” (Shehui gongzuo zhuanye rencai kexiang guowuyuan teshu jintie), Renmin Ribao, Section 15, 
December 23, 2011. 
84 Yue Pan, “The Director of the Ministry of Civil Affairs, Li Liguo, Explains the ‘Plan of Social Worker,’ 
To Accelerate the Development of Professional Social Work Enterprise”(Minzhengbu buzhang li liguo 
jiedu shegong guize, jiakuai tuidong zhuanye shehui gongzuo shiye fazhan), Renmin Ribao, Section 6, May 
9, 2012. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Yue, Pan, “The China Association of Social Workers  Goes to Xinjiang to Supervise the Demonstration 
Project on Disaster-Affaected People in Western China” (Zhongguo shehui gongzuo xiehui fujiang zhixing 
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achievements of promoting social work at the local level. In this case, the Guangdong 
government established a Social Work Committee at the provincial level. Its goal was to 
stipulate policies and regulations on social work following central instructions to promote 
social work in a way that was “led by the party committee and accounted for by the 
government.”87  
In 2014, an article titled “Raising the Theoretical Awareness of the Social Work 
Discipline” urged educators to re-emphasize the importance of the values of social work, 
rather than only stress the “practice” (shiwu) of social work. 88 Jun Wen criticized the 
current promotion of social work in that it had focused too much on “practice.” This 
made social work only focus on “experiences” (jingyan) and the “client-focused 
approach” (anzhu zhongxin).89 This development drove the discipline of social work into 
a state of “lacking theory” (lilun qianque) and may have dire consequence for future 
theory and practice of social work.90 Wen pointed out four negative developments of 
social work due to a lack of theoretical guidance: 1) The linear development of 
theoretically informed research methods; 2) The over-marketized social services and the 
over-skill-driven service process; 3) The weakening of the professional values of social 
                                                                                                                                            
xibu shouzai qunzhong shigong fuwu shifanxiangmu), Renmin Ribao, Section 11, July 20, 2012. Yue Pan, “ 
The China Association of Social Workers  Goes to Xinjiang to Supervise Demonstration Project” 
(Zhongguo shehui gongzuo xiehui fuxinjiang dudao shegong fuwu shifanxianmu), Remin Ribao, Section 11, 
July 3, 2013. 
87 Bing Wu and Linping He, “Guangdong Province Establishes Social Work Committee. It is Both an 
Administrative and Functionary Instition. To Establish a Comprehensive Mechanism to Mediate and 
Resolve Contraditions of the People” (Guangdong sheli shehui gongzuo weiyuanhui jishi shengweibumen 
youshi shengzhengfu zhinengjigou jianli jianquan qunzhong liyi xietiaomaodunchu dengjizhi), Renmin 
Ribao, Section 11, August 8, 2011. 
88 Jun Wen, “Strengthening the Theoretical Awareness of the Discipline of Social Work” (Zengqiang 
shehui gongzuo xueke de lilun zijue), Renmin Ribao, Section 7, October 10, 2014. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. 
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workers.91 The author attributed these negative developments to the over-reliance on 
Western theories of social work and the misunderstanding of social work as “works for 
society” (wei shehui gongzuo). However, this criticism was in line with my observations 
in Chapter 2. 
The most recent article was in 2015. It was about a SWA in Zhejiang, supervised 
by the local Women’s Federation (fülian), which operated a marriage and family services 
hotline. It had already helped over 15,000 people, and the satisfaction rate was 98%.92 
The Yangguang SWA had two programs. One was the “Marriage and Family 
Relationship Adjustment Professional Social Work Service Program.” The second was 
the “Single Mother Family Professional Social Work Service Program.”93 In the marriage 
and family adjustment program, Yangguang had already helped fifty married couples 
with emotional crises using comprehensive social work services including psychological 
counseling, emotional support, and legal assistance.94 Yangguang’s second professional 
social work service program on single mother families had helped the most people. 
Below, I provide an example of the case management of a single mother reported in the 
article: 
In 2009, 59-year-old auntie Xingying Li’s beloved partner passed away 
because of an illness. Since then, auntie Li has been very sad and has cried 
everyday. She felt very lonely and unsupported. She blamed her daughter 
for not caring for her enough, and they often argued. After the social 
workers in the “Single Mother Family Professional Social Work Service 
Program” heard about this, [social workers] came to her service 
                                                
91 Ibid. 
92 Chun Gu, “Zhejiang Jiaxing City’s Women’s Federation Opens a Social Work Service Organization. It 
Let ‘Sunshine’ Warm the heart of a Heartbroken Family” (Zhejiang jiaxingshi fülian kaiban shehui 
gongzuo fuwu jigou, rang ‘yangguang’ wennuan shoushangde jiating xunzhao zuimei jiating), Renmin 
Ribao, Section 2, February 23, 2015. 
93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid. 
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proactively. When auntie Li was at home, [social workers] talked with her. 
When Auntie Li was in the hospital, [social workers] visited her and 
brought flowers. [They said to Auntie Li]: “We are your family, and when 
you encounter difficulty, please come to see us.” After hearing this heart-
warming talk, Auntie Li felt better and walked out of the shadow.95  
 
In this case study, social workers often acted as mediators for family members. However, 
like the criticisms of the previous author, these helping actions are often individualized 
and represent works that help society, but do not bring larger implications for social work 
theory. 
 
The State-led Professionalization of Social Work Post-2006 
 In this chapter, I have discussed the meanings of “social work” as appearing in the 
People’s Daily, beginning in 2006. During this period, “social work” embodied the 
neoliberal vision of social work to both act as gatekeeper of the harmonious socialist 
society, and also to help people in need so that they could become self-sufficient. While 
some of the previous meanings of “social work” have gradually disappeared under the 
state-led development of professional work, I argue that these meanings have transformed 
themselves into different forms. Previous meanings of “social work” have been embodied 
in the policies rationale concerning social workers. In this chapter, I have shown that 
social workers, besides performing people-centered social work services, have to follow 
and propagate the value of Socialism and Chinese society. 
Between 2006-2010, social worker, the agent of providing professional social 
work, has appeared in newspaper articles to represent the potential gatekeeper for the 
harmonious socialist society. “Social work” has gained its current meaning as the 
                                                
95 Ibid. 
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intervention done by professional social workers to ameliorate social problems. In 
particular, social workers, because of their skills in welfare services, have been given the 
responsibility to improve people’s livelihoods. However, as I found in the discourse 
analysis, the general public still confuses professional social work with ideological 
education, voluntary activities, mass work, and civil affairs work. While the state has 
implemented several policies to accelerate the development of professional social work 
and SWAs, older meanings of “social work” still persist.  
In 2008, many licensed social workers emerged because of the inaugural national 
licensure examination beginning in that year. At the same time, many social workers 
have started their own organizations with the facilitation of policies issued by MOCA to 
foster social work agencies (SWAs). With this development, one may think that 
professional social work is now widely known. However, in the discourse analysis, 
evidence has shown that in order to explain what a social worker is, the media has to 
mobilize the previous understandings of “social work,” such as describing social workers 
as “Professional Lei Fengs” and celebrating social workers on the National Day of 
Learning from Lei Feng (xuexi leifeng ri).96 During the period from 2011-2015, “social 
work” contained both meanings of “social management,” which means social control, 
and “social welfare.” At the same time, newspaper discourses were all about promoting 
professional social work. In this case, as seen from the analysis in the previous chapter, 
social work meaning “social welfare” had appeared before 1978. However, the meanings 
of “social management” only emerged in 2006 in the state’s official documents.  
                                                
96 The National Day of Learning from Lei Feng is March 5 every year.  
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This chapter has shown that the Chinese state is promoting a neoliberal form of 
social work that is marketized to sell for a price and is institutionalized as a profession to 
encourage self-sufficiency. State took the strongest lead to decentralize welfare provision 
to the local state then local state developed their version of marketized social work. As 
seen from the discourse analysis, this change of meaning is endorsed and propagated by 
the central state. The local state then follows and implements social work. In later 
chapters, I move from the discursive level of analysis to the organizational level in order 
to explain how the local state promotes SWAs, and why different patterns of 
Implementations exist. 
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Chapter 4 
Centralizing Social Work Agencies 
 
In the humid summer of August 2013, I made an appointment with a social work 
agency (SWA) at District W. After walking out of the subway station and walking a few 
blocks to the address provided, I found myself standing in front of the district 
administrative service center. It was a modern high-rise building, and when I walked in, I 
was refreshed by the cool air conditioning. The first floor was an open office for handling 
applications for credentials, such as personal IDs. I looked at the directory near the front 
door to find the name of the SWA that I wanted to visit. The visitor services employee 
noticed me and asked me where I want to go. She said, “There are so many government 
departments in this building. Some of them are not listed there.” I told her the name of 
the SWA, and she directed me to an elevator with transparent glass which went up to the 
top floor. When I arrived at the corner of the top floor, I tried to look for the office of the 
SWA, but all I saw was the district party-building (dangjian) office for the Chinese 
Community Party (CCP). Inside was the office for the district party secretary of W 
district. I eventually found the office of the SWA, which was located at the very end of 
the floor. What surprised me most was that the office was shared by two other SWAs. 
*** 
As seen in the above vignette, it seems that this SWA is highly incorporated into 
the government of District W. Are all SWAs in Beijing instituted in the same way? In my 
fieldwork, I found that central policy is often decentralized in China, even within the 
same city (Hildebrandt 2011). In my fieldsite of Beijing, different dynamics of the field 
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of social work in a particular district, contingent upon the logic of the district government 
and the interested groups in that locality, have led to diverse incorporation of SWAs.  
Despite the gradually unifying discourse of “social work” in the marketized 
understanding as a service that can be purchased, why do different districts incorporate 
social work so differently? In this chapter, I focus on SWAs in two districts that are 
highly regulated by the district government. However, because of different involvement 
of professional groups and social actors in these two districts, social work agencies have 
manifested different development patterns. 
 To explain the logic behind the diversification of social work services 
procurement and development, I first created a comprehensive data compilation of 67 
SWAs in Beijing. I discovered that divergent pattern of social work agency’s 
establishment in four Beijing districts—Dongcheng, Xicheng, Chaoyang, and Haidian. 
These four districts represent core districts in Beijing and occupy the east, west, 
northwest, and northeast area. The analysis of this chapter is drawn from this database 
and supplemented by interviews with SWAs and information from SWA’s website.97 
Each district represents a type of field dynamics of social work services that is 
patterned by local political and social forces. Theses four districts are categorized into 
four types of SWA procurement patterns: Central Coordination, Contingent 
Professionalization, Low Institutionalization, and Bounded Diversification. I devise this 
categorization based on the funding allocated to each district, the number of SWAs in 
that district, the structure of the local government governing SWAs, and accounts of 
                                                
97 For a detailed discussion of my data, see Chapter 1. 
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social workers working in the SWA in that district. I discuss the data used for this 
categorization in the latter section.  
In this chapter, I focus on analyzing the patterns of Central Coordination and 
Contingent Professionalization. Empirically, Xicheng represents Centralized 
Coordination, and Haidian represents the development of Contingent Professionalization. 
According to my comprehensive data, while SWAs in both districts are highly 
coordinated by the district government, they are also influenced by different field 
dynamics. This has led to different development in each district. First, I provide a 
discussion of the Beijing Model of SWA development. Then I proceed to the details of 
Xicheng and Haidian. 
 
The Beijing Model of Social Work Agency Development 
As the capitol of China, Beijing is now one of the top cities in China in terms of 
instituting the practice of social work by embedding social workers and SWAs into its 
community service provision. Beijing began the establishment of SWAs in 2009, 
following Shanghai (2004) and Shenzhen (2007). This development began with the 
establishment of the Beijing Party Committee of Social Work Commission (beijing 
shiwei shehui gongzuo weiyuanhui) and the Beijing City Social Construction Office 
(beijingshi shehui jianshe bangongshi) in 2007. Following that municipal establishment, 
every district government in Beijing was instructed to establish their District Party 
Committee of Social Work Commission and a Social Construction Office. The central 
policy of “Notice on the Promotion of the Development of Private Social Work 
Agencies” issued by the Ministry of Civil Affairs in 2009 sent a signal to city 
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governments that they have to facilitate the establishment of SWAs. In 2010, the Beijing 
Social Work Agency Construction Conference (beijingshi shehuigongzuo shiwusuo 
jianshe gongzuo bushu huiyi) arranged the necessary procedures to establish work 
agencies in different districts to become the second batch of pilot experiments designated 
by the China Association of Social Workers.98  
Although the institutionalization of social workers and social work agencies is 
promoted by MOCA, each city has a different social work governing structure. In 
Beijing, the Social Work Commission and the Social Construction Office, two party 
organizations, have been established at each district-level government to monitor SWAs 
and oversee projects done by social workers. These two establishments are not part of the 
MOCA system.99 The purpose of these two party organizations is to address a wide range 
of social issues about “social construction” (shehui jianshe) and to apply for allocated 
funds from the city-government under the title of Beijing Social Construction Special 
Fund (beijing shehui jianshe zhuanxiang zijing). Currently Beijing has 16 districts, 138 
streets, and 2715 communities with a population of 19 million.100 According to the 
Beijing Social Construction “1+4” Document, these two party organizations are 
designated to guide social construction, party building in the social sphere, development 
of social organizations, community management and supervision, and social worker 
                                                
98 Jinna Yu, “Beijing Arranged the 2010 Construction of Social Work Agencies” (Beijing shi bushu 2010 
shegong shiwusuo jianshe), Gongyi Shibao, March 10, 2010. See: 
http://gongyi.people.com.cn/GB/11109289.html 
99 The Beijing Party Committee’s Social Work Commission merged with the Beijing City Social 
Construction Work Office to become one office with two titles. This merger also applied to all district 
levels. 
100 Beijing Bureau of Statistics.  
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management.101 The special allocation of social construction funding through these party 
organizations under the district’s jurisdiction also means that social work service and 
SWA implementation will have district patterns of establishment. 
Coupled with the specific social dynamics in each district, the diverse funding 
resources to help establish SWAs and procure social work services from them in Beijing 
have resulted in a variegated pattern of establishment in each district. The funding 
resources for government procurement of social services include central state allocations 
of funding, local state funding, welfare lottery, and special funding for social 
construction. Each district and street-level government also administers its own special 
fund to procure services from social organizations (Chen 2012).  
The diversity of resources indicates that patterns of procurement will be different, 
contingent on the conditions of procurement. SWAs in Beijing generally get their funding 
through two channels. First, SWAs can apply to the call for proposals for “Social 
Organizations Servicing People’s Livelihood” (shehui zuzhi fuwu minsheng xingdong) 
administered by MOCA.102 Second, SWAs can apply to one project category in the 
“Project Guideline of Government Procurement of Services from Social Organizations” 
(zhengfu goumai shehuizuzhi fuwu xiangmu zhinan).103 In addition, district and street-
level government may use special funding to procure social work services. 
                                                
101 Hui Wang, “Government Procurement Promotes Social Work Agencies,” China Development Brief, 
no.47, Fall 2010. http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/?p=584  
102 The categories for “Social Organizations Servicing People’s Livelihood” are: 1) Poverty-relief and 
social assistance; 2) Care for the elderly and the disabled; 3) Medical care and health; 4) Promoting culture, 
physical education, and popular science to the general public; 5) Protection of women and children; 6) 
Servicing villages, agriculture, and farmers; 7) Legal Aid; 8) Teaching assistance; 9) Ecological protection; 
10) Employment support. See: 
http://bjmjzz.bjmzj.gov.cn/wssb/wssb/xxfb/general_gyxmfb.jsp?websitId=81&netTypeId=2  
103 The “Project Guideline of Government Procurement of Services from Social Organizations” has differed 
a bit on a yearly basis since the first institutionalization in 2011. In the newest Project Guideline for 2013 
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To date, Beijing is among the top cities in China in terms of hosting the most 
licensed social workers. By 2014, there were over 15,000 licensed social workers in 
Beijing. This is about one tenth of all social workers who receive social work licenses 
nationwide. 104 The new wave of legally registered “social work agencies”(SWAs) in 
Beijing is part of the vibrant social forces to fill in the vacuum of the state’s long retreat 
from social welfare provision under the grand plan of social construction. Although in 
many ways similar to the existing “official” or “unofficial” NGOs that provide some 
forms of direct services and guidance to the vulnerable groups, social work agencies are 
backed by the scientific knowledge of Social Work, and a professional expertise in 
handling socially challenged situations.105  
Registered in the district Civil Affairs Bureau and usually supervised by the 
district Social Construction Office or the Street Office, social work agencies are 
classified as “civil non-enterprise units” (minban feiqiye danwei) that are designated as 
organizations providing professional and social service (Shieh 2009). They have emerged 
to become the direct providers for government procurement of social services.106 These 
social work agencies operate as nonprofit service providers in order to meet the 
                                                                                                                                            
government procurement, the basic four categories of procurement are: 1) Basic public social services 2) 
Public interest social service 3) Community convenient services 4) Social management services. 
104 In a recent news report, Beijing was said to have 15,000 licensed social workers and ranked number 1 in 
hosting social workers in China. There are 158,928 licensed social workers in China: 
http://www.bj.xinhuanet.com/bjyw/2014-03/09/c_119674669.htm  
105 Official NGOs refer to organizations that have registered with the Ministry of Civil Affairs as social 
organizations (shehui tuanti), civil non-enterprise units (minban feiqiye danwei), and foundations (jijinhui). 
Unofficial NGOs refers to those improperly registered or un-registered grassroots organizations. Some of 
these NGOs are secondary organizations that are “affiliated with” (guakao) a bureaucratic or quasi-
bureaucratic organization. Many others choose to register as businesses with the Industrial and Commercial 
Bureau to avoid regulatory hassles of registering with MOCA (Shieh 2009: 26). 
106 Translations of these MOCA registered as civil non-enterprise units (minjian feiqiye danwei ) vary from 
one author to another. Some called these organizations “private non-commercial enterprises” or “private 
non-enterprise units” (Spires 2011; Thornton 2013). Here, I adopt the translation from Shawn Shieh (2009: 
7).  
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diversifying social needs that can no longer be resolved by the civil affairs at the Street of 
the Community Resident’s Committee bureaucracies. Being part of the regiment of social 
service provision by operating projects funded by district governments’ procurement of 
social services from social organizations, SWA’s services are mostly free and target 
specific difficult groups in the neighborhoods, such as community elderly, people with 
disabilities, unemployed idle youth, low-income migrant workers, and socially-
challenged families. 
The names for SWAs in China are many, and they depend on the local context. 
For example, the direct translation of Beijing’s SWA is a “social work firm” 
(shehuigongzuo shiwusuo), and Shenzhen’s SWA is called a “social work service center” 
(shehui gongzuo zhongxin). Beijing’s SWA is called a “firm” because like a law firm, the 
idea of a “firm” provides a more professionalized image to social work. It connotes that 
their services are provided by professionals as in a law firm, according to an informant.107  
One important feature of Beijing's SWAs is that they are all bolstered by a Social 
Work Department at a university or college. Over twenty universities and colleges in 
Beijing have Social Work programs. They produce about one thousand social work 
graduates per year.108 Before the establishment of SWAs, students of social work had few 
                                                
107 Beijing and Shanghai are the two cities in which social work agencies call themselves social work 
“firms” (shiwusuo). Other cities usually adopt the name of “social work service center” (shehui gongzuo 
fuwu zhongxing). Interview, March 16, 2011. 
108 These universities and colleges include Peking University, Renmin University of China, China Youth 
University For Political Sciences, China Women’s University, Beijing College of Social Administration, 
Beijing Youth Politics College, Beijing Civil Affairs Management Cadre College, Beijing Women’s Cadre 
College, Beijing University of Technology College of Humanities and Social Sciences, Capital University 
of Economics and Business, Beijing Normal University, Capitol Normal University, China University of 
Political Science and Law, University of Science and Technology Beijing, Beijing City College, Beijing 
Agriculture College, Beijing Institute of Technology, Beijing University of Civil Engineering and 
Architecture, University of International Business and Economics, Northern Beijing Vocational Education 
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places for internships, such as the CRC, mass organizations, service-oriented NGOs, and 
welfare institutions. However, students do not receive enough supervision to better 
improve their practices, and social work students are often treated as volunteers or 
bureaucrats of the resident’s committee. This is because of the general lack of 
understanding of what a social workers is and what kind of expertise they can bring to the 
already established bureaucratic structure. With the establishment of SWAs, social work 
students now have more job opportunities to continue the career paths as social workers. 
 
College-Affiliated SWAs and NGO-Affiliated SWAs 
Most SWAs in Beijing can be classified into two types, according to their nature 
of establishment.109 The first type is the collaboration between the District Party 
Committee of Social Work Commission and the social work department of a particular 
college or university. This is done to facilitate local district and its street offices 
establishing SWAs. In exchange for supervision from academic experts, district or street 
government will provide office space and startup funds. This is the most common type of 
SWA establishment in Beijing because it can ensure a quality supply of social work 
students and social work graduates as interns and social workers at SWAs.  
Among the earliest social work agencies established in Beijing, most were 
established by graduates of Social Work to “start their own business” (chuangye). In 
China, without some sort of established relationships (guanxi) with local governments, 
                                                                                                                                            
Institute, Beijing Academy of Social Sciences, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, and Beijing Sport 
University. 
109 “Beijing Social Work Agencies: Exploring to Embarking from 0 to 50” (Beijing shegong shiwusuo cong 
ling dao wushi tansuo zhong qibu), Gongyi Shibao, November 21, 2012. 
http://gongyi.sina.com.cn/gyzx/2012-11-21/102739101.html  
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the establishment of SWAs is not possible. Therefore, most of these social work agencies 
are supported by their alumni and former teachers to connect them with a particular 
district party Committee on the Social Work Commission. In Beijing, social work 
graduates established each of the four earliest social work agencies between 2009 and 
2010.110 
The second type of social work agency establishment in Beijing is the 
incorporation of existing service-provision type of NGOs that do not have formal 
registration. These unofficial NGOs transform themselves into registered SWAs. 
Beginning in 2010, several grassroots social service organizations that were registered as 
businesses had been called upon by the city- or district-level governments to restructure 
their organizations into SWAs.111 Most of these grassroots NGOs did not have formal 
registration with MOCA, and they were registered as business units (gongshang) with the 
Bureau of Commerce and Industry (gongshangju).  This is because, according to the 
1998 “Regulation for the Administration of Social Organizations,” if NGOs want to 
register as civil non-enterprise units, they must seek a state organization to be their 
supervising and sponsoring unit (zhuguan danwei).112 Most of the grassroots NGOs, 
because of the occasional advocacy nature of their work, cannot find a supervising unit 
that wants to sponsor them.  
                                                
110 A former employee of a former migrant worker’s organization in District A, which became a SWA in 
2010, interview, August 8, 2013. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Tony Saich (2000) notes that this regulation also restricts organizations registered with MOCA to using 
overly-broad names in order to preserve the monopoly of state-run and government-organized social 
organizations. This observation is also confirmed in my fieldwork. The regulation of social organizations is 
available online: 
http://bjmjzz.bjmzj.gov.cn/wssb/wssb/xxfb/showBulltetin.do?id=108&dictionid=8311&websitId=100&net
TypeId=2  
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Therefore, the city-level Ministry of Civil Affairs and the district-level Civil 
Affairs Bureau have encouraged some of the unregistered NGOs to register as SWAs. 
The Beijing government has followed the order from the central government to foster 
SWAs. At the same time, this has been the auspice of the Beijing government, beginning 
in 2011, to loosen registration requirements for social organizations. In this experimental 
policy, Beijing MOCA allows four types of social organizations without supervising units 
to register directly with MOCA. These four types of social organizations include those in 
the field of commerce, public interest and charity, social welfare, and social services. 113 
Nevertheless, even with the relaxation of the registration requirement, to be officially 
registered as a “civil non-enterprise” unit is still very difficult. However, for those 
service-oriented “unofficial” NGOs with a good reputations and a good relationship with 
the local governments, the District Party Committee of Social Work Commission helps 
them to restructure their organization’s structure and work standards to transform them 
into SWAs. When meeting all requirements, the district government also assists these 
organizations to officially register them with the district MOCA.114 
 
                                                
113 Priorities are given to the establishment of social organizations in the fields of commerce, science and 
technology, as well as public interests and charity and rural-urban community services. Establishing a 
social organization concerning politics, law issues and religion is still subject to the government's 
examination and approval before registry. Overseas NGOs applying to open representative offices in China 
are as well. “China Rolls Out Plan to Transform Government Functions,” China Daily. March 10, 2013. 
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-03/10/content_16295022.htm 
114, A former employee of a former migrant worker’s organization in District A, which became a SWA in 
2010, interview, August 8, 2013. 
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Social Work Agencies in Beijing 
Since the first social work agency was established in Beijing in 2009, Beijing now 
has eighty-one SWAs covering all sixteen districts.115 I have created a database of 67 
social work agencies established from 2009 to August 2013 in the sixteen Beijing 
Districts.116 In an excel file, I coded 67 SWAs’ time of establishment, personnel 
background of legal representation, supervising unit, university affiliation, and the nature 
of their social work services. The data are from the Beijing Public Service Platform of 
Social Organizations.117 Then I coded the SWAs' basic information. I searched using the 
name and the location of the SWAs, both online and in WangFang Data. Then I collected 
articles about these organizations. This chapter is based on a compilation of articles about 
SWAs. 
The diverse pattern of establishment must be contextualized in each district’s 
special interactions of the regulatory, professional, and civil society fields. Because each 
district varied in political leadership, funding, and social needs, different social dynamics 
have patterned the procurement of social work agencies. Key social actors in the Field of 
Social Work in each district, such as district governments, street bureaucracies, social 
work educators in the universities and colleges, existing NGOs, and community residents, 
play important roles in facilitating the process of the establishment of SWAs.  
To get a better sense of how each district government emphasizes and 
incorporates social work, I conducted an extensive search online for information about 
                                                
115 See the search result on the Beijing Public Platform of Social Organizations: 
http://bjmjzz.bjmzj.gov.cn/wssb/wssb/dc/orgWebList.do?action=searchOrgList  
116 I collected data on these SWAs before my follow-up field trip in August, 2013.  
117 This number includes one social work agency that was closed in 2011. The name and registration 
information can be found at: 
http://bjmjzz.bjmzj.gov.cn/wssb/wssb/dc/orgWebList.do?action=searchOrgList    
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each of Beijing's four central district’s social development funds (shehui jianshe 
zhuanxiang jijing), number of social service projects funded, population and 
communities, number of SWAs, characteristics of the district, and number of registered 
social organizations (see Table 4.1). I focus on the four core districts of Beijing because 
these districts were the first to institute SWAs, and they host the most SWAs among 
Beijing's sixteen districts. After getting a better sense of the development of each district, 
I draw upon the newspaper articles that I collected and field observations to categorize 
the four central districts of Beijing into four patterns of SWA development. These four 
districts represent four patterns of SWA establishment: 1) Low institutionalization, 2) 
Central coordination, 3) Bounded Diversification, and 4) Contingent Professionalization. 
The descriptive categorizations are drawn from deductive reasoning from a compilation 
of newspaper articles, field observations, and data on 67 Beijing SWAs. It should be 
noted that from my keyword search online, more articles are about the district of 
Dongcheng and Xicheng, and fewer discuss Haidian and Chaoyang, let alone SWAs in 
more remote districts. 
In this chapter, I only focus on the development of the West and the Northwest 
Districts—Xicheng and Haidian. I discuss the nature of SWAs in these districts, how they 
are regulated, and why certain types of SWAs are located in a particular district. From 
my field observations, SWAs in these two districts are highly regulated by the 
government. However, these two districts differ in their professional groups and social 
actors involved in promoting social work. This results in the development of Central 
Coordination and the Contingent Professionalization of SWAs.  
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Table 4.1: Comparison of Four Districts in Beijing, 2009-2013 
 East District 
Dongcheng 
West  District 
Xicheng 
Northeast District 
Chaoyang 
Northwest District 
Haidian 
Pattern of SWAs Low 
Institutionalization 
Central 
Coordination 
Bounded  
Diversification 
Contingent 
Professionalizatio
n 
Population  
(in thousands) 
919 1,243 3,545 3,281 
Communities 205 
 
255 214 550 
SWAs 2 
 
5 13 7 
District Social 
Development Fund 
1.5 million 30 million 9.6 million 5.4 million 
Funded Service 
Projects 
35 95 213   100 
District 
Characteristic 
Traditional Commercial International Academic 
Registered Social 
Organizations* 
384 577 780 765 
 
Note: Most of the figures were collected from the Beijing Platform for the Social Organization of Public 
Services (beijingshi shehui zuzhi gonggong fuwu pintai) and the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics. 
Some of the figures were collected from the China Social Worker Service Platform (CNSWSP; zhongguo 
shehui gongzuo fuwu pintai) and the China Social Work Times (CNCASW; zhongguo shegong shibao). 
District Social Construction Websites: http://hdshjs.bjhd.gov.cn/;   
http://www.bj.chinanews.com/news/2014/0619/39514.html; 
http://www.lnnpo.gov.cn/webinfo/llyj/swsc/20140317/13950274151252.html  
*Registered Social Organizations include Social Groups (shehui tuanti), Civil Non-enterprise Units 
(minban feiqiye danwei), and Foundations (jijinghui). The database is available here: 
http://bjmjzz.bjmzj.gov.cn/wssb/wssb/dc/orgWebList.do?action=searchOrgList  
 
Table 4.2: Background Information on Four Beijing Districts 
District Population 
(in ten 
thousands) 
Street 
Governments 
Communities Community 
Social 
Organizations 
Dongcheng 
 
91.9 17 205 1,600 
Xicheng 
 
124.3 15 255 2,310 
Chaoyang 
 
354.5 23 355 367 
Haidian 
 
328.1 22 591 398 
 
Source: All figures are from March 2011, and collected from the Beijing Social Construction Platform 
(www.bjshjs.gov.cn). The figures for the population of each district are from the 2010 National Census of 
China. 
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Specialized Service through Central Coordination 
Xicheng district is Beijing's central commercial and financial district located in 
the Western half of the central urban area. After merging with Xuanwu on July 2010, 
Xicheng district now has 1.243 million residents, 15 Streets, and 255 Communities 
(Table 4.2). The district also has 2,310 community social organizations, which constitute 
about one fifth of all community social organizations in Beijing (Table 4.2).118 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1: Central Coordination 
 
                                                
118 “Social Organization Office of the Xicheng district Held the 2013 Street Social Organization 
Management Working Meeting” (Xicheng qi shetuan ban zhaokai 2013 nian jiedao shehui zuzhi guanli 
gongzuohui), Xicheng district Social Organization Public Service Platform, March 6, 2013. 
http://bjmjzz.bjmzj.gov.cn/wssb/wssb/xxfb/showBulltetin.do?id=39320&dictionid=864&websitId=82&net
TypeId=2 
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Xicheng district has adopted a model of Central Coordination. In this model, the 
local government manages SWAs through the district Social Worker’s Association (see 
Figure 4.1). Before the establishment of any SWAs in 2010, Xicheng district had already 
established Beijing’s first district-level Social Worker’s Association in 2008. 119 
Universities with social work programs developed a relationship with the Social 
Worker’s Association so that their social work graduates could work or intern at the 
communities (see Figure 4.1). At the same, the district Social Worker’s Association also 
interacts with universities to recruit social work graduates to set up SWAs in Xicheng. 120  
To ensure coordination, SWAs that were established earlier in Xicheng were 
hosted in the same office. This included four SWAs and the district Social Worker’s 
Association. This coordination by the Xicheng Social Worker’s Association ensures that 
each agency can develop specialized services to highlight its strengths and generate 
proper interaction with one another to achieve peer supervision. In the discussion of 
Central Coordination, I discuss the main actors in the field of social work in Xicheng: the 
Social Worker’s Association, local universities, and local enterprises (see Figure 4.1). 
 
The Dominant Control of Social Worker’s Associations 
                                                
119 Yan Chen, “The Development of Professional Social Work Agencies Using the Model of ‘One 
Association Leading All Social Work Agencies’” (Yihui daisuo moshixiade zhuanye shehui gongzuo jigou 
fazhan), Beijing Social Construction Platform, April 23, 2013. 
http://www.bjshjs.gov.cn/412/2013/04/23/69@10938.htm  
120 Junlin Du, 2010, “Quietly Falling From the Night Sky to Nurture All Things--A Close Look into the 
First Batch of Social Work Agencies in Beijing” (Suifeng qianruye runwu xiwusheng—zoujin jincheng 
shoupi shehui gongzuo shiwusuo), Renmin Zhenxie Bao, April 27, 2010.  
http://epaper.rmzxb.com.cn/jrdd/t20100427_316581.htm 
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In a newspaper article, the model of Xicheng is described as “An Association-
Leading-All Social Work Agencies.”121 The Xicheng Social Worker’s Association 
provides the necessary coordination, project monitoring, and funding allocation for all 
district-level social work agencies. In the initial stage, the Xicheng Social Work 
Committee pooled about 1.1 million RMB from its special funds for social construction 
to secure the initial project funding for these emergent social work agencies.122 Social 
work agencies apply for funding either through the Association, or through the district- or 
street-level governments. In addition, the Social Worker’s Association can also apply to 
the Beijing Social Work Committee on behalf of SWAs. However, payments from this 
special fund do not go directly to the social work agencies. Instead, funding is deposited 
into the Association’s account, and the Association receives a ten percent management 
fee to monitor project implementation.123 In times of emergency, member organization 
can also apply for support from this fund. 
All SWAs in Xicheng are registered under the district Civil Affairs Bureau as 
“civil non-enterprise units.” The lone exception is the Muyou SWA which serves as the 
subordinate organization of the Xicheng Social Workers Association. Muyou conducts its 
own projects by “affiliating” (guakao) itself with the Xicheng Social Workers 
Association. 124 The other SWAs can conduct their own projects through direct 
application to the district’s social construction fund, and by providing direct services for 
                                                
121 Ibid. 
122 Interview, August 18, 2013. 
123 Hui Wang,  “Government Procurement Promotes Social Work Agencies,” no.47, Fall 2010. An English 
version of this article was published on February 7, 2012. 
http://chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/articles/government-procurement-promotes-social-work-agencies/  
124 Junlin Du, “Quietly Falling From the Night Sky to Nurture All Things--A Close Look into the First  
Batch of Social Work Agencies in Beijing” (Suifeng qianruye runwu xiwusheng—zoujin jincheng shoupi 
shehui gongzuo shiwusuo), Renmin Zhenxie Bao, April 27, 2010.  
http://epaper.rmzxb.com.cn/jrdd/t20100427_316581.htm 
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street-level bureaucracies’ procurement. Because of its “affiliated” status, Muyou applies 
for project funding through the Xicheng district Social Work Association. This reveals 
the domination of this association (See Figure 4.1). 
Guiding each SWA to develop its own specialized service area, the central 
coordination of the Social Worker’s Association prevents resource competition between 
SWAs in the district procurement of social work services. In addition, through centralized 
coordination, the government can better support and manage the developmental 
trajectories of these social work agencies. The Association also serves as the safety net 
for these new social work agencies to apply for advanced funding assistance at the 
development stage. This is because most of the project funding is reimbursed after a 
project is completed. For example, while most of the agencies use the money they receive 
from the previous projects to start up the new projects procured by the local government, 
some SWAs in Xicheng borrowed emergency money from the emergency fund of the 
Social Worker’s Association.125  
The model of Central Coordination through a centralized association has been 
praised as a sustainable development model for social work agencies that promote the 
specialization of SWAs. Yuequn (Happy Group), Renzhu (Benevolent Assistance), and 
Muyou (Harmonious Friends), were the three earliest social work agencies established in 
Xicheng. With three years of exploration, Yuequn is specialized in providing school 
social work services, community-based social work services, social work for the elderly 
and mentally handicapped youth, and psychological services. Renzhu focuses its social 
work on youth. It has become the supervising unit for juvenile delinquency prevention 
                                                
125 Ibid. 
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and for the social work intervention service program. Muyou’s social workers are 
stationed in seniors' apartments to provide them with social work. In addition, because of 
Mouyou’s affiliation with the Xicheng Social Workers Association, it also provides some 
of the work assigned by the Social Workers Association to provide professional training 
and guidance for social workers in Xicheng.126  
In addition to coordinating SWAs, the Xicheng Social Worker’s Association also 
helps restructure existing service-oriented NGOs in the district to become SWAs so that 
they can be incorporated into the central coordination model.127 This effort is also guided 
by the District Social Work Commission. For example, the Horizon Education Center of 
China (Horizon), established in 2006 and registered as a commercial entity, had become a 
SWA. Before becoming a SWA, Horizon specialized in providing training support for 
teachers in the remote rural and ethnic minority regions.128 After careful evaluation, the 
Xicheng Social Worker's Association decided to transform Horizon into a SWA. Once 
Horizon had reached the capacity to transition into a SWA, the Xicheng Social Worker’s 
Association also facilitated the registration process.129 In 2010, the Horizon Center 
became a social work service organization which now provided casework and group 
work for children and youth.  
Since all social work agencies are guided by the Xicheng Social Worker’s 
Association, the district government can gradually penetrate into the daily management 
                                                
126 Hui Wang, “Government Procurement Promotes Social Work Agencies,” no.47, Fall 2010. 
http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/?p=584  
127 Yan Chen, “The Development of Professional Social Work Agencies Using the Model of ‘One 
Association-Leading-All Social Work Agencies'” (Yihui daisuo mosh ixia de zhuanyie shehui gongzuo 
jigou fazhan), Beijing Social Construction Platform, April 23, 2013. 
http://www.bjshjs.gov.cn/412/2013/04/23/69@10938.htm   
128 For more details, see the website of the Horizon Education Center of China: http://www.hdzy.org   
129 See: http://bjrcgz.gov.cn/swordCMS/office/qxdt-
xc/3e1118d52600438893e040b590d37764/3e1118d52600438893e040b590d37764.html  
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process of the SWAs by monitoring their finances, controlling project progress, and 
evaluating project results. Nevertheless, this close-knit relationship ensures the 
sustainability of SWAs. At the current stage, the central coordination of the Social 
Workers Association prevents potential competition between the social work agencies. It 
also helps the SWAs to familiarize themselves with the district’s operations and 
resources. In their initial stages, two of the social work agencies, Renzhu and Yueque, 
each received a one-year commitment of support from the Xicheng Non-Profit Incubator 
(NPI) in order to help them draft strategic planning for the organization and realize their 
core strengths.130 The series of institutional support from the Xicheng Social Worker’s 
Association guided the development trajectories of these social work agencies and also 
pushed them to generate professional expertise in particular service areas.131 Under the 
auspices of the Association, a part of the special fund for social construction in Xicheng 
was used for developing social work services. 
 
The Influence of Universities 
Social work graduates from the nearby universities typically staff Xicheng’s 
SWAs, and a university education in social work provides an identity for social workers 
that start SWAs.132  Yuequn is supported by the Beijing University of Civil Engineering 
and Architecture.  Renzhu, the sister organization of Zhuren in Dongcheng district, is 
                                                
130 Zhiying Du, “Bejing Xicheng District Yuequn Social Work Agency Breaks its Shell” (Beijing xicheng 
yuequn shegong shiwusuo chuke), Gongyi Shibao, November 15, 2010. 
http://cncasw.blog.163.com/blog/static/169137968201010166557497/ 
131 The Beijing Non-Profit Incubator (NPI) was first registered with the Xicheng Civil Affairs Bureau in 
July 2009, before the city-level bureau permitted its registration in 2012. Therefore, the NPI first began its 
work with NGOs in Xicheng. Allowing the NPI to first register in Xicheng could have served as an 
indicator that Xicheng approved the model of incubating social organizations, and it might have more 
thoughts about how to promote the development of social organizations in the district.   
132 This report was found at: http://www.bcsa.edu.cn/news_4977.html  
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supported by the Beijing Youth Politics College. Muyou collaborates with the China 
Youth University for Political Science as the affiliated organization of the Xicheng Social 
Workers Association. Below, I will discuss these three SWAs. 
Yuequn’s director, Guo Hao, wanted to set up her own social work practice after 
graduating from the social work program at the Beijing University of Civil Engineering 
and Architecture. Her alma mater and the Xicheng Social Work Committee supported her 
idea.133 Yuequn was the first SWA in Xicheng district. Because Guo Hao had previously 
interned at the Yuetan Street Office, it volunteered to be the supervising unit for her 
SWA.  Investing all of her savings from part-time work during college and also asking 
her parents to pay the remaining balance, she paid the minimum registration fund of 
30,000 RMB (about $4800).134 Unlike many other grassroots NGOs that have tried to 
register at MOCA for many years without success, Hao Guo received the approval to 
open Yuequn SWA in three months. Guo Yue, along with two former classmates, began 
working in the office space provided by the Yuetan Street but still retained a contact 
office in the building provided by the Xicheng Social Workers Association.  
University education in social work also shapes the identity of social workers in 
SWAs. The majority of Yuequn’s funding came from the district’s social construction 
special fund and the service project procured by the street-level government. Hao Guo 
and her two friends from college did not have any income for the first few months of its 
                                                
133 See: http://igongyi.cntv.cn/20101116/103101.shtml  
134 The minimum 30,000 RMB registration fund for the civil non-enterprise unit is stipulated in the 
Temporary Regulation for Civil Non-Enterprise Units. The policy is available at: 
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/mjzzgl/201304/20130400450750.shtml  
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establishment.135 In one of the newspaper interviews, Hao Guo talked about why she and 
her friends continued their work in the SWA:  
Our identity as professional social workers is the main reason that we 
persist in this emergent profession. All Yuequn’s social workers are 
graduates of social work programs. Although we may not have very strong 
abilities and techniques because we just graduated, we do have some basic 
identification with the ideals and values of social work. This identity in 
social work cannot be found in other professions. Therefore, our 
recruitment requirement is that one must be a graduate of social work even 
though he or she may not be licensed at the time. They can first start 
working here, and then prepare for examination later.136  
 
Hao Guo also believed that even though everyone was still young in this profession, they 
would become the pioneer in the field if they could persist for thirty years. To further 
improve professional training in social work, Hao Guo finished a master's degree (MSW) 
from the Hong Kong Polytechnic University. In 2013, social workers at Yueque were 
earing around 50,000 RMB per year (around $8,000), which was a more reasonable 
earning standard for social workers. Hao Guo was selected as “the most beautiful social 
worker” in Beijing in 2013.137  
Xicheng is dominated by SWAs supported by social work programs in 
universities. In another case, Renzhu SWA began in 2010 and is supported by the Beijing 
Youth Politics College. The director, Anna, decided to quit her family-arranged job at her 
uncle’s enterprise and was recommended by her alma mater to become the director of the 
Renzhu SWA. 138 With previous working experiences in early childhood education and as 
a party member in the Communist Youth League, she chose to pursue a discipline-
                                                
135 Ibid.  
136 Huixian Wang, “The Positive Operation Model of Yuequn Social Work Agency” (Yuqun shegong 
shiwusuo de liangxing yunzhuan moshi), Gonyi Shibao, November 21, 2012. 
http://gongyi.sina.com.cn/gyzx/2012-11-21/102839102.html  
137 See: http://news.china.com.cn/live/2013-02/21/content_18741696.htm  
138 See: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/hqgj/jryw/2013-03-19/content_8537270.html  
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aligned career because she was “a person of passion” (you jiqing de ren). 139 However, 
she confessed to a newspaper why she had the freedom to work at Renzhu: “Because my 
husband is a soldier, he has a more stable income, and therefore I can pursue this 
emergent career.”140 At the incipient development stage, Anna was responsible for 
multiple roles in the organization as the director, the legal representative, and the 
program coordinator of social work services. With steady support, of the district Social 
Workers Association and its affiliated university, Zhuren secured service contracts with 
the local judicial system and occupational schools.141 In 2012, Anna made sure that all 
employees of Renzhu could earn approximately 65,000 RMB (about $10,470) per year 
because “social workers are also human beings, and without stable incomes, they will not 
last.”142  
 
Corporate Social Responsibility  
Because Xicheng is a commercial district, local enterprises have also exerted 
influence on the field of social work. SWAs funded with corporate investment are also 
present. For example, Houpu was affiliated with a local electronics corporation. Unlike 
other agencies that relied on the government’s procurement and struggle with financial 
resources, the electronics company supported Houpu’s operational expenses during the 
                                                
139 Junlin Du, 2010, “Quietly Falling From the Night Sky to Nurture All Things—A Close Look into the 
First Batch of Social Work Agencies in Beijing” (Shuifengruye runwuxiwusheng—zoujinj jingcheng shoupi 
shehuig gongzuo shiwusuo Renmin Zhenxie Bao, April 27, 2010.  
http://epaper.rmzxb.com.cn/jrdd/t20100427_316581.htm 
140 Ibid. 
141 “Social Workers called Anna and Wang Gui” (Youanna yeyou wanggui de shehui gonzuozhe), Luban 
(Travel Companion), v. 12, 2012. http://www.xzbu.com/7/view-3939801.htm 
142 Ibid. 
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early days of development. It also provided social workers with a stable salary.143 To 
ensure Houpu’s future development as a professional SWA, a social work professor from 
a nearby university was hired as the chairperson of the board of directors. Houpu was to 
be the internship base for her students. Several other professors from different 
universities in Beijing also served as their supervisors, in order to ensure the proper 
development of Houpu’s professional social work services. Because Houpu is supported 
by a local enterprise, its social work services focus on enterprise employees. They strive 
to provide stress-relief social work activities in the form of group work to service 
enterprises located in the commercial buildings of Xicheng. 
In the field of social work in Xicheng, centralized coordination of SWAs is the 
result of the central management of the district's Social Worker’s Association, influences 
from universities affiliated with SWAs, and the participation of local enterprises. Because 
SWAs are new institutions that lack local recognition, the endorsement and coordination 
from the Social Worker’s Association (a subdivision of the district governed) both ensure 
specialization of SWAs. It also facilitates the integration of SWAs into Xicheng. At the 
same time, social work education provides social workers with a sense of identity. Social 
work educators in universities also negotiate with the Social Worker’s Association to 
provide opportunities for their students. Lastly, local enterprises have also interjected 
themselves into the field of social work to both provide resources and to establish their 
own SWAs. 
 
                                                
143 The Ruihua Company considers Houpu Social Work Agency to be their subordinate organization: 
http://www.519pc.net/upload/index.php/cms/item-view-id-222.shtml 
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Contingent Professionalization in the University District 
Haidian district is located on the Northwest side of Beijing and is the Central 
Educational District, hosting the city's highest density of university and colleges 
including Peking University, Tsinghua University, and Renmin University. Haidian has 
3.281 million residents, 22 streets, and 591 communities, with only a small portion of 
them being rural communities. Notably, Zhongguancun, the technology park, dubs itself 
as “China’s Silicon Valley,” and is also located in Haidian. 
 
 
 
Figure 4.2: Contingent Professionalization 
 
In the district of Haidian, the field of social work is represented by contingent 
professionalization (see Figure 4.2). Similar to Xicheng’s development of central 
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coordination, SWAs in Haidian are regulated by the local government, influenced by 
university presence, and shaped by local technology enterprise. Nevertheless, 
development differs in the absence of a central coordinating institution and the presence 
of the Communist Youth League (see Figure 4.2). Most of Beijing’s most renowned 
universities are located in Haidian, and several social work agencies have been started by 
university professors who served as their legal representatives. This ensures that 
Haidian’s social work agencies can be academically aligned. Because Haidian is known 
for its technology companies, this culture of the district also shapes the development of 
its SWAs. 
The most pervasive power in Haidian is the Communist Youth League. Because 
of the high concentration of college students in the district, the Communist Youth League 
dominates the field of social work by coordinating social work services focused on youth 
development. Therefore, social work services in Haidian tend to steer toward youth 
services. The pattern of Contingent Professionalization means that SWAs' development is 
not only contingent on the district government’s guidance, but also the prominent 
presence of the Communist Youth League in supervising their activities. 
 
University-led SWAs in the Technology Zone 
Among the SWAs established in Haidian, university-sponsored social work 
agencies dominate the district. Ruibo (Farsighted Fight) SWA was founded by the chair 
of the Sociology and Social Work department of Capital Normal University College. It is 
127 
 
 
now the largest SWA in Beijing, claiming over seventy social workers.144 It also won a 
procurement project in the Haidian district to embed “one social worker to each street” 
(yi jiedao yi shegong). In addition, Ruibo’s director also serves as the board member for 
several social work agencies in Beijing. Chaoyue Youth Social Work Agency is the 
institutional form of the Juvenile Justice Social Work Research and Service Center at 
Capital Normal University College. The Beicheng Xinyue (North City Heart Delight) 
Social Work Agency was established in 2011, and was founded by the Social Work 
department at Beijing City College. With direct connection to a university, these SWAs 
serve as the sites for regular social work student exchanges, which provide students with 
internship experience from different SWAs in order to engage in a wide spectrum of 
practices. 
Even though these SWAs in Haidian are supported by universities to develop a 
more professionalized career path for social work graduates, all SWAs suffer from a 
shortage of money and over-reliance on government procurement. As professor Fan 
Yanning, the director of the Ruibo Social Work Agency, told a newspaper, the biggest 
difficulty for all social work organizations is the lack of funding:  
Last year, we gave our social workers a monthly salary of 1,200 yuan 
(about $200). This year, we can afford to pay them 2,000 yuan per month 
(about $300) and also provide them with overtime pay and some extra 
allowances.  A young social worker can earn about 3,000 yuan (about 
$500) a month, and this seems like reasonable pay for recent graduates. If 
we can offer about 4,000 yuan per month, I think we can hire social 
workers with at least two or three years of work experiences. Because of 
the low pay, some of the graduate students of more renowned colleges are 
willing to intern at our agency, but refuse to work here. Some of the 
teachers will recommend their students to intern here, but if we ask them 
                                                
144 The information about Ruibo was collected from their website: http://www.rbsgsws.com/events.aspx  
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to pay us a management fee in exchange for an internship, they 
immediately refuse to send their students here. 145 
 
Because of the lack of stable funding to hire social workers, professor Fan is 
considering turning the social work agency into an internship platform for social work 
students in order to cut some of the expenses. The lack of stable financial resources is a 
common difficulty faced by all social work agencies. During an interview, a social 
worker at a SWA in Haidian district also told me that in order to save money, he lives 
near universities. This is so he can lower his cost of living by eating at the school 
cafeteria and finding cheap student housing.146 
The local government in Haidian focuses more on the welfare of technology 
companies in the Zhongguancun National Innovation Demonstration Zone than it does on 
its SWAs. According to an interview with the director of a SWA founded by a nearby 
university, Haidian's district government’s attitude toward SWAs is of an exploratory 
mode. Their goal is to expand SWAs according to an evaluation of existing social 
organizations: “[The Haidian] government first incorporated three social work agencies 
as a pilot for two to three years. Because this was only exploratory, they did not have 
specific rules for us. However, our performance mattered future SWAs in this district.”147   
In addition, Haidian has a specific fund called the “Enhancement and Innovation 
Social Management Fund” (jiaqiang he chuangxin shehui guanli zijin). Much of this fund 
is given to trade associations in the technology zone: 
                                                
145 “Midnight, Please Let Me Take You Home—Haidian Social Work Small Group Patrolling Public and 
Help Youth Who Do Not Want to Go Home” (Wuye, qingrangwo songnihuijia—Haidian shenxiao waizhan 
shegong xiaozu yexunyedian xunzhao banbfu buhuijia qingshaonian),  Morning Post, July 5, 2012. 
http://www.morningpost.com.cn/xwzx/tbbd/2012-07-05/317314.shtml  
146 Interview, April 10, 2011. 
147 Interview, August 9, 2013. 
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Haidian district does not know much about social work…They give most 
of the Enhance and Innovation Social Management Fund to social 
organizations established by companies located inside the [Zhongguancun 
Science and Technology Park]…Because most of the tax revenue came 
from technology industries in Haidian, [local] government gives a large 
share of the fund to their associations in order to make [technology 
companies] happy. We only get the last bit.148 
 
In this view, the culture of technological innovation in Haidian has deterred the 
development of SWAs, even with the dominant presence of university-led SWAs. 
 
Presence of Street-Level Governments 
With the support of the Street Office, community social workers staff some 
SWAs in the district. One important feature of the development of SWAs in Haidian is 
the implementation of college graduates as “community workers” (shequ gongzuozhe). 
Hired by the Street Office or the community service station, some of them are social 
work graduates. These community workers work with the street-level government and the 
Community Resident’s Committee to do administrative tasks or provide social services at 
the community-level.  
In 2010, Huize (Mercy Nourishment) Social Work Agency was the first social 
work agency established in Haidian district. It was supervised by the Zhongguancun 
Street Government, and all staff have previously worked as community workers in the 
street-level bureaucracies for one year.149 Funded by the district government, Huize was 
also the restructuring of the existing Social Work Association at Zhongguancun to 
transition into a professional social work agency as the direct provider of government 
                                                
148 Ibid. 
149 Jie Wang, “Zhongguancun Established the First Social Work Agency in Haidian district” (Zhongguan 
chengli haidian shoujia shegong shiwusuo), Chengshi Zhoukan, July 6, 2010. 
http://www.hdonl.cn/cszk/html/2010-07/06/content_17833.htm?div=-1  
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procurement of social services.150 In addition to Huize, Huimin (Benefit People) Social 
Work Service Center was also supported by the street-level bureaucracy—the Street 
Office of Huayuanlu in Haidian.151 
However, similar to university-led SWAs, state-led SWA also suffered from a 
lack of funding. In a newspaper article, one social worker at Huize expressed that the 
SWA still overly relied on government funding to maintain its daily operations. For long-
term survival, the social worker at Huize hoped that different social units or individuals 
could also participate in buying social services from them in order to diversify funding 
channel: “Although we can expand our market [of social work services], over 90%  [of 
our projects] are operated through government procurement.”152  
 
Presence of the Communist Youth League 
Lastly, the Communist Youth League started to appropriate the organizational 
form of the SWA to the implementation of youth service, with some SWAs being 
supervised by the Community Youth League. For example, Caihongzhijia (Home of 
Rainbow) Youth Service Center was founded by and is supervised by the Communist 
Youth League of the Haidian District Committee in order to promote youth development. 
According to the 13th Congress of the Haidian District Communist Youth League, the 
                                                
150 The information was found on the website of the Haidian District Disclosure of Government 
Information. See: http://www.bjhd.gov.cn/govinfo/auto4541/201107/t20110713_300250.html  
151 Huimin Social Work Service Center’s Website: http://www.huiminshegong.org/index.html  
152 Qianwen Luo, “All Sixteen Districts and Counties of Beijing Will Establish Social Work Agencies This 
Year” (Beijing shiliuquxian niannei jiang quanjian shegong shiwusuo), Beijing Ribao, April 16, 2011. 
http://www.bj.xinhuanet.com/bjpd_sdzx/2011-04/16/content_22540139.htm  
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Communist Youth League has cooperated with the Sociology Department at Peking 
University to develop a base for innovative research on youth rights in Haidian.153  
Caihongzhijia, along with other SWAs in Haidian, have participated in recruiting 
social workers for the “Community Youth Garden” (shequ qingnianhui)—a citywide 
youth services project established by the Communist Youth League. Community Youth 
Gardens is a youth hangout place. The primary task of the recruited social workers is to 
organize idle youth to better assimilate into the lives of Beijing.154  
The development pattern of social work agencies in Haidian represents a 
Contingent Professionalization model. Since most social work agencies were either 
established or supervised by the Social Work Departments of local universities, the 
professional development of social workers in these agencies is more in line with the 
academic model. However, the professionalization process is contingent upon the district 
dynamics that promote social work services. In this case, district funding is limited 
compared to Xicheng. Moreover, because Haidian is home to many universities, the 
districts' Communist Youth League plays a more influential role in supervising the 
development of SWAs staffed by college graduates. Alternatively, they also start their 
own SWAs. Looking at my compilation of 67 SWAs, the majority of SWAs in Haidian 
emphasize youth service.  
 
                                                
153 “The Haidian District Communist Youth League of Beijing held the Thirteenth Congress” 
(Gongqingtuan beijingshi haidianqu zhaokai dishisanci daibiaodahui), Zhongguo xinwenwang, May 4, 
2015. Article available online: http://www.bj.chinanews.com/news/2015/0504/45023.html  
154 Several of the social work agencies are also commissioned by the Communist Youth League to recruit 
social workers to work at the Community Youth Garden. The China Communist Youth League Beijing 
Committee, “Introduction to the Community Youth Garden” (Shequ qingnian hui jianjie), September 11, 
2012. http://www.bjyouth.gov.cn/special/201008qnh/qns/322048.shtml  
132 
 
 
Controlled Development of Social Work Agencies 
 In this chapter, I discussed the development of SWAs in Beijing. Based on a 
compilation of 67 Beijing SWAs, I discovered that variegated patterns of establishment 
existed in four districts of Beijing. The diverse pattern of establishment must be 
contextualized in each district’s dynamics of the regulatory power, the profession, and 
social actors. Using the conceptualization of the field of social work, I identified its key 
factors, such as district governments, street bureaucracies, social work disciplines in 
universities and colleges, existing NGOs, and different social actors, such as local 
enterprises.  
The interaction between the aforementioned factors has facilitated the process of 
establishment and the subsequent development of these social work agencies. Patterned 
by different fields of interaction in the district, each district represents a special type of 
SWA procurement and development pattern which I call: 1) Low Institutionalization, 2) 
Central Coordination, 3) Bounded Diversification, and 4) Contingent Professionalization. 
In this chapter, I focused on the patterns of Central Coordinator and Contingent 
Professionalization, represented by Xicheng and Haidian districts. Local governments in 
these two districts both exerted high levels of control over SWAs. However, they differed 
in their layers of state apparatus that was used to manage or influence SWAs. 
In Xicheng, the central coordination of the Social Workers Association guides 
each agency to develop its own specialized service area. This has prevented resource 
competition among SWAs in the district procurement of social work services. In addition, 
through centralized coordination, the government was better able to support and manage 
the development direction of these social work agencies. The other important actors in 
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Xicheng’s model of central coordination were the universities and local enterprises. 
Universities’ social work programs have a negotiated relationship with the Social 
Worker’s Association to both provide expertise, and also to try to place their social work 
students in jobs.  
On the other hand, although SWAs in Haidian were still influenced by local 
government and universities (as is the case in Xicheng), the development of SWAs has 
been represented by contingent professionalization. First, because Haidian is the central 
educational district, its SWAs have the most professional support from universities and 
colleges. Thus, they may be more in line with the professionalization of social workers, 
as perceived by academics. Nevertheless, the professionalization process in the district is 
contingent on district power dynamics which are centered on the control of the 
Communist Youth League and emphasize technology companies. Therefore, most 
services procured in this district focus on youth services under the procurement of the 
Communist Youth League, or for the welfare of the technology zone. 
This chapter depicted the controlled development of SWAs. In the following 
chapter, I discuss contrasting cases in which different social actors have influenced 
SWAs within the framework of the more accepting local state. This has resulted in two 
different development patterns: Low Institutionalization and Bounded Diversification. 
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Chapter 5 
Decentralizing Social Work Agencies 
 
Before I re-visited Beijing to do follow-up fieldwork in 2013, I conducted 
participation observation of an online QQ chat group for social work agencies in 
China.155 I met Xu, a social worker at a SWA in district Z, and she told me to visit her 
SWA once I arrived in Beijing. Her SWA was located in a half-underground business 
unit. The entrance was dingy and small with stairs leading down to it. The SWA's name 
in big red Chinese characters was hung at the top of the entrance. When I arrived at the 
stairs, I was shocked to see a famous quote from Mother Teresa in red 3-D Chinese 
characters on the slanted white ceiling of the staircase: “Not all of us can do great things. 
But we can do small things with great love.”  
When I descended the steep stairs, I encountered a cold and spacious underground 
office. The SWA director greeted me and told me that she and a few other friends had 
started this SWA. She told me, “Chinese society is often in a messy turmoil (luan), and 
we don’t know how to raise our kinds in this environment. Therefore, we started this 
organization to bring good to society.” Social worker Xu took me to the office, and I 
noticed that there was a cat with a deformed front leg sitting inside, a cat lying in the 
back entrance facing outside, and a huge rat in a big cage resting near the reception area. 
Xu told me that the director was also an animal rights activist and these were all animals 
                                                
155 QQ is an instant messenger that is popular among Chinese youth. A QQ group can be set up by anyone. 
The SWA group that I joined was a public group where social workers working at different SWAs would 
interact and exchange information. 
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that she had rescued and fostered. Although the director did not have a background in 
social work, she had started this organization with the hope of changing society. 
*** 
The above vignette represents a SWA very different from those described at the 
beginning of Chapter 4. Why does district Z allows someone without a social work 
background to establish a SWA? In this chapter, I continue the discussion of the different 
procurement and development patterns of SWAs. In the last chapter, I categorize the 
development of SWAs in four Beijing districts into four patterns based on a unique 
dataset of 67 SWAs in Beijing. These four patterns are 1) Centralized Coordination, 2) 
Contingent Professionalization, 3) Low Institutionalization, and 4) Bounded 
Diversification. This chapter focuses on SWAs in two other districts of Beijing that 
represent the development patterns of Low Institutionalization and Bounded 
Diversification. These two patterns respectively correspond to Dongcheng and 
Chaoyang..  
Dongcheng was the first district in Beijing to explore SWAs, beginning in 2009. 
Chaoyang began to establish SWAs in 2010.156 One common feature of these two 
districts is that several of their SWAs were established by grassroots NGOs. This 
development is very different from that of Xicheng and Haidian in which SWAs are 
dominated by social work graduates and are affiliated with universities. Why are these 
two districts so different from the other two central districts discussed in Chapter 4? This 
chapter provides a detailed discussion of the fields of social work in Dongcheng and 
                                                
156 Liqiang Li, “College Graduates Establishes Social Work Agencies—The Unveiling of 10 Social Work 
Agencies” (Pinkie daxuesheng chuangban shegong shiwusuo—10 jia shegong shiwusuo zuori jiepai), The 
Beijing News, April 16, 2010. 
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Xicheng that have led to low institutionalization and bounded diversification of SWAs 
within each district. 
 
Comprehensive Service and Low Institutionalization 
As the Central Government District of Beijing, Dongcheng is an urban district in 
central Beijing covering half of the old city. Since its merger with the former Chongwen 
District in July 2010, Dongcheng district now has a population of 919,000, 17 streets, and 
205 communities (see Table 4.2). As the first city prescient to experiment with social 
work agencies, it is bewildering to discover that Dongcheng has had only two district-
registered social work agencies since 2009. This is unusual compared with other districts. 
The Low Institutionalization of social work agencies in this district is largely the result of 
agencies' positioning as comprehensive organizations, the lack of professional support 
from the local government, and competition from existing social service NGOs in the 
district which have already claimed to be providing more experienced “social work 
services.”  
The field of social work in Dongcheng represents Low Institutionalization. 
Although the local government, particularly the Street Office that supervises the SWA, 
has exerted some regulatory control over the work of SWAs, the already vibrant NGOs in 
this district have hindered the development of its SWAs (see Figure 5.1). Universities 
still exert a limited degree of influence by sending social workers to intern or work at 
SWAs. In June 2009, Dongcheng established the first social work agency in Beijing—
Zhuren (Helping People) SWA, with the support of the Dongcheng District Committee’s 
Social Work Commission, District Civil Affairs Bureau, Jiaodaokou Street Office, and 
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Beijing Youth Politics College.157 In the following section, I discuss the details of the 
SWA and its interaction with other NGOs in this area. 
 
 
 
Figure 5.1: Low Institutionalization 
 
Limited Involvement of the Local Government 
The Street Office in the local government coordinates SWAs in Dongcheng, but 
each Street Office governs its supervising SWAs slightly differently. However, according 
to an interview with a SWA, the district government usually “doesn’t care about you” 
(buguanni).158 This means that even though the support from the local government is low, 
                                                
157 Jiang Zhang, “Dongcheng District, Xicheng District: Establishing New Models of Social Work 
Services,” (Dongchengqu, xichengqu: kaiqi shehui gongzuo fuwu xinmoshi), Qianxian magazine, 
November 5, 2010, p. 43-44. 
158 Interview, August 7, 2013. 
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the local government generally does not interfere with SWAs’ activities.159 Therefore, 
SWAs in this district have a lot of opportunities for development. At the same time, they 
have to establish every relationship by themselves. This has resulted in low 
institutionalization of SWAs in this district. The limited involvement of the local 
government presents both advantage and disadvantage for SWAs. Below, I discuss 
SWAs’ situations in Dongcheng. 
Zhuren’s former director, Xing Li, was a graduate of the social work program at 
Beijing Youth Politics College. Upon graduation, he decided to set up his own social 
work practice to pursue a professionally-aligned career by refusing a stable job offer in a 
public institution. Similar to the development of Renzhu in Xicheng, after sharing his 
ideas with his social work professors, he received support from the school by offering 
him 10,000 RMB as a startup fund.160 With a series of negotiations between Li’s school 
and the Dongcheng Social Work Commission, the Jiaodaokou Street Office allocated him 
a space in the busiest hutong in Beijing. Jiaodaokou Street had a good relationship with 
the Department of Social Work at the Beijing Youth Politics College because it served as 
an internship base for the school. Therefore, Jiaodaokou had agreed to be the supervising 
unit for Zhuren, and the registration process went smoothly.161  
The district Social Work Commission and the Jiadaokou Street Office have 
commissioned Zhuren to undertake several projects to support Zhuren’s daily operations. 
                                                
159 Interview, August 7, 2013. 
160 “Teachers and Students Observe the Election Process of the Change of Personnel at the Jiaodaokou 
Street Office” (Shegongxi shisheng guanmo jiaodaookou jiedao shequ juwei hui huanjie xuanju gongzuo), 
The News Website of the Beijing Youth Political College, April 13, 2009. The article is available online: 
http://www.bjypc.edu.cn/news/jxgz/2011-08-08/760.html  
161 “Graduate of Beijing Youth Politics College Founds the First Public Interest Social Work Agency” 
(Beijing qinnian zhenzhi xueyuan gaozhisheng shouchuang gongyi shegong shiwusuo), Beijing Kaoshibao, 
July 1, 2009. 
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Local government facilitates Zhuren to set foot in the community, and they are less strict 
towards SWAs. The establishment of the Social Organization Service Guidance Center in 
Dongcheng in 2009 provided Zhuren with direct financial resources and training in 
organizational capacity building. This helped it to better integrate into the community 
lives of the district.162  
In the beginning, it seemed as if Zhuren had been successful as a SWA. The 
Street Office in Dongcheng recognized its professionalized and personalized services. 
Knowing this, the Xicheng Social Work Commission also invited Xing Li to set up a 
“sister” social agency with the same model. Consequently, he became a board member of 
Renzhu (Benevolent Assistance) Social Work Agency in Xicheng, the agency which was 
discussed in the previous chapter.163 
Since its establishment, Zhuren Social Work Agency has aimed to provide 
comprehensive services to the community. This path has unintentionally limited the 
professional jurisdiction for Zhuren, as it has become embedded in the district’s social, 
political and cultural dynamics. Even though the employed social workers have expertise 
in youth services, elderly services, and psychological counseling, the agency’s 
jurisdiction is dependent on its relationship with the Street Office to provide support for 
community-building projects. It is also dependent on the commission from the district 
civil affairs bureau for various resources such as home-based survey of care for the 
                                                
162 Xiaoyi Wang, “A Year After Establishment, Half of a SWA's Employee All Went to Work in the 
Community” (Shouge shegong shiwusuo chengli yinian yuangong banshu jinshequ), Qianlongwang, June 
20, 2010. See: http://beijing.qianlong.com/3825/2010/06/20/118@5807994.htm  
163 Ibid. 
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elderly, a population census, and a residents' satisfaction survey of the district resident’s 
committee and community service station.164  
The lack of understanding of what social work services are and what social 
workers can do on the part of the street bureaucracies and the general public has hindered 
the professional development of Zhuren. The inevitable resource dependency on the 
district government to expand social work services has meant that “social work services” 
are passively understood by the district government to supplement miscellaneous civil 
affairs works or administrative work. Without proper education at the community-level 
about what “social work” is, Zhuren has become the “miracle ointment” (wanjinyou) for 
community residents to solve all kinds of problems, including helping fix household 
electrical circuits.165 For example, a report on Zhuren in 2012 was about how it remedies 
the lack of understanding in the community during its initial stage as a new organization 
in the community: 
During the summer of 2009, [when our SWA just got started], we 
organized many community-building activities. One day, we found that 
some community residents had painted a notice for us saying, “We need 
privacy. Please do not disturb us.”…They did give up. Xin Li and two 
other social workers along with four volunteers propagated the idea of 
[social work] for 2 months straight without holiday, from 9 am to 12 pm 
every day. [They] also worked with community workers to advertise 
community-building…Through these activities, community members 
gradually changed their views [on social workers]…After these activities, 
the party general of the community told them that they realized they were 
not those “academic social workers” (xueshu shegong) who only talk 
about theory and research. Rather they were “Working social workers” 
                                                
164 Xingjun Deng, “A Student of a Vocational School has Established the First Social Work Agency in Our 
City” (Gaozhisheng chuangban benshi shouge shegong shiwusuo), Beijing Qingnianbao, June 28, 2009. 
165 Jiang Zhang, “Dongcheng District, Xicheng District: Establishing New Models of Social Work 
Services,” (Dongchengqu, Xichengqu: Kaiqi shehui gongzuo fuwu xinmoshi), Qianxian Magazine, 
November 5, 2010, p. 43-44. 
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(zuoshi shegong) who walk into communities, and these are the type of 
organizations that they needed.166 
 
Nevertheless, even with this positive review, Zhuren did not do very well in the 
community. Because of the low pay at the SWA, Zhuren’s legal representative was 
changed three times.  According to an informant in Dongcheng, Zhuren's first legal 
representative decided to sell jewelry instead of doing social work in order to make more 
money. The second legal representative had attempted to operate a copier company as a 
side job along with working for the SWA.167 The current legal representative has worked 
at a migrant worker NGO for a long time, and she received her social work education at 
an accredited University in Beijing. In 2014, the current director of Zhuren was selected 
as one of the “Most Beautiful Social Workers” (xunzhao zuimei shegong) in Beijing.168 
Information about other SWAs in Dongcheng was minimal. However, through an 
Internet search, I found the Yangguang (Sunshine) Social Work Agency, which had been 
established in Chongwen District before it had been merged into Dongcheng district. 
Yangguang is supervised by the Street ffice of Donghuashi and provides comprehensive 
social services at the community level.169 According to the District Social Work 
Committee, Yangguang’s works focus on providing menu-like (caidanshi) and 
individualized (gerenshi) social work services.170 According to a report of the three staff 
members of Yangguang, they mostly work with the community workers to provide 
                                                
166 Ibid. 
167 Interview, August 7, 2013. 
168 The meaning of “most beautiful” (zuimei) in this case means beauty and kind heartedness of social 
workers. The list of the “Most Beautiful Social Workers” can be found at: 
http://www.gongyishibao.com/html/gongyizixun/7743.html  
169 For information about Yangguang SWA, see: http://www.bjshjs.gov.cn/412/2013/12/10/66@12458.htm  
170 The information on Yangguang SWA was found at: 
http://www.donghuashi.com.cn/qtxs/zwgk/zwgk_nr.jsp?id=7dccd2d0964c00&lb=000601&pnum=1 
However, the information had been removed as of 2014 
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training supports and serve as their contacts.171 Nevertheless, Yangguang also had a low 
level of institutionalization of professional social work according to an interview with a 
community cadre in Dongcheng. The community cadre told me that Yangguang SWA is 
a subordinate organization established by the director of a community service center in 
Dongcheng.172 Nevertheless, even with this connection, Yangguang was still lowly 
institutionalized: “[Yangguang’s social workers] did things that civil servants need to do 
but refuse to do.”173 Beginning in the next section, I will discuss the local dynamics of 
NGOs that have facilitated the development of the low institutionalization of SWAs in 
Dongcheng. 
 
Tension with Existing NGOs 
The low institutionalization of social work agencies in Dongcheng is also an 
unintended consequence of the existing service-oriented NGOs being located in their 
respective locality's field of social work. The existing service-provision NGOs now 
claiming legal status have already occupied a legitimate space as the social service 
providers for government procurement. This has limited the development of new SWAs 
that also work on service delivery..  
Although Dongcheng hosts less SWAs than other three districts discussed in this 
research, two famous service-provision NGOs—the Beijing Social Work Development 
Center for Facilitators (Facilitators) and the Shining Stone Community Action Center 
(Shining Stone), have both registered with the city-level MOCA, and are located in 
                                                
171 Ibid. 
172 Interview, August 6, 2013. 
173 Ibid. 
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Dongcheng.174 After many years of operating “unofficially” either as commercial 
enterprises or as affiliated (guakao) organizations, these NGOs already have more 
experience in working with the district government to provide services at the community 
level. Their accumulated experience also grants them more authority than the newly 
established social work agencies to provide “social work services.” Both organizations 
are now legally registered as “civil non-enterprise units” since the loosening of the 
registration procedures for social service organizations in 2010.175  
Beginning in 2010, Dongcheng held open competition for district government 
procurement of public interest projects. In this competition, Dongcheng government has 
broadened the eligibility of social organizations to apply for this fund. In the application 
eligibility guidelines, public-interest organizations registered as business entities were 
allowed to apply for these projects for the very first time. Several well-known but not 
officially-registered NGOs have applied for these grants including the Beijing Rural 
Women Cultural Development Center, the Beijing Maple Women’s Psychological 
Counseling Center, and several other NGOs that do not have official registration status.176 
The procurement service categories include elderly support, home-based care, youth 
services, care for children with special needs, migrant family support, job training for the 
unemployed, and social work development. Although Zhuren Social Work Agencies 
                                                
174 The blog for the Beijing Social Work Development Center for Facilitators is: 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/cccfbeijing The Shining Stone Community Action Center’s Website is: 
http://www.ssca.org.cn/  
175 At the 18th National People's Congress, political leaders signaled the loosening and further incorporation 
of existing social organizations. Four types of NGO-industrial associations, charities, community services 
and organizations dedicated to the promotion of technology will soon be allowed to register directly with 
MOCA without the need to find a government supervisor. It is expected that details of the new registration 
policy will be unveiled by the end of 2013. Yue Tang and Dan He, “‘Spring’ in the Air for NGOs?” China 
Daily, April 17, 2013. Available online: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/2013-04/17/content_16413466.htm  
176 The Table for the 2010 Dongcheng District Government Buying Public Interest Service can be 
downloaded at: http://www.bjdch.gov.cn/n147/n189/c213245/content.html  
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applied for two categories focusing on professional social work development, they lost 
both competitions to the Facilitators and Shining Stone.177 The Facilitators has been 
involved with local migrant communities since 2003. Because of this, its transition to a 
social work support and service organization in 2010 was commissioned with the task of 
building the Social Workers Association for Dongcheng, providing capacity-building for 
social work agencies in Beijing, and monitoring government procured social service 
projects.178 This dominance of the existing NGOs has hindered the development of newly 
established SWAs. 
The uneven support from the Street Office and the dominance of the existing 
service-provision NGOs in Dongcheng have resulted in the low institutionalization of 
SWAs. SWAs must independently develop their specialization. In a way to respond to all 
needs, most of SWAs in Dongcheng engage in mundane interaction and daily help. For 
some SWAs, this has created the condition of resource dependency as a response to many 
calls for applications for social services, even when they cannot perform the task at hand. 
Without the expertise to establish professional jurisdiction in the local social dynamics, 
SWAs have to compete with the existing social service organizations in the civil society 
field, which now have legal status to apply for district resources. These interactions have 
resulted in the low institutionalization of Dongcheng’s SWAs. 
 
                                                
177 The result is posted on the Dongcheng district website: 
http://www.bjdch.gov.cn/n5687274/n5689210/n7783533/8850866.html 
178 Tao Li, “The Function and Role of Social Organizations in Government Procurement of Social Work 
Services—Experiences and Thoughts about Beijing Facilitators Participating in Government Procurement 
of Social Work Services” (Shehuizuzhi zai zhengfu goumai fuwu jinchengzhongde gongneng he jiaose—
Beijing xiezuozhe canyu zhenfu goumai shehui gongzuo fuwu jingyan zongjieyucancao), Society and Public 
Welfare, 8: 31-36, 2012. 
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Bounded Diversification to Serve Diversity 
Located in the northeast portion of the city proper, Chaoyang District is the 
diplomatic and international district of Beijing. Chaoyang is the home to the majority of 
its foreign embassies. It has 3.545 million of residents, 23 streets, and 355 communities 
(Table 4.2). Over one third of the communities in Chaoyang are rural. Currently with the 
most residents, it is now the fastest growing district in Beijing and hosts the most foreign 
residents. The diversity in Chaoyang serves as the backdrop for the bounded 
diversification of SWAs in the district.  
 
 
 
Figure 5.2: Bounded Diversification 
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Although Dongcheng and Xicheng had previously begun the exploration of social 
work agencies, Chaoyang hosts the most SWAs. Different from the low 
institutionalization of Dongcheng and the central coordination of Xicheng, the 
development of the SWAS in Chaoyang District presents the pattern of Bounded 
Diversification. While the local government still exerts influence through governing 
SWAs via the Social Construction Office, my research on the nature of each SWA in 
Chaoyang has shown that most of the SWAs have been established by a combination of 
existing NGOs, local civil society actors, and local enterprises (see Figure 5.2). I call this 
diversity of the SWAs in Chaoyang district—Bounded Diversification. 
 
Diverse Channels of SWA Establishment 
 Different from most SWAs which were co-founded by college social work 
graduates and their graduating colleges in other districts, SWAs in Chaoyang present a 
multi-layered and diversified procurement pattern of professional social work services. 
The nature of SWA’s establishment in the district can be categorized into four types: 1) 
Collaboration with college or university’s Social Work Departments, 2) Self-initiation by 
professionals, 3) Participation of local enterprises, and 4) Invitation of mature social 
service organizations.179 Among the thirteen social work agencies established in 
Chaoyang during the period of 2009-2013, four of them are NGOs originally registered 
as commercial enterprises, five were initiated by professionals of different fields not 
                                                
179 Yongping Zhang, “Promoting and Fostering Social Work Agencies to Upgrade the Professional 
Standard of Social Services in the Urban and Rural Communities” (Dalipeiyu shegon jigou buduan tisheng 
chengxiang shehui fuwu zhanye shuiping), Beijing Social Construction Web, April 13, 2013. 
http://www.bjshjs.gov.cn/412/2013/04/23/69@10935.htm  
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limited to social work, two were co-founded by local colleges and their graduates, and 
two are supported by local enterprises interested in public interest works. 
 
SWAs Founded by NGOs 
The diverse background of SWAs in Chaoyang signals that the district 
government has adopted a relatively open attitude toward the development of SWAs. 
Chaoyang diversifies the channels of social work service procurement not limited to 
academically-defined “social work.”180 Among the first three social work agencies 
established in the district, two were grassroots organizations that had long engaged in 
providing social services to migrant communities and advocating for migrant’s rights. For 
example, Zaixindong (On Action) SWA is the branch organization of Zaixindong NGO, 
established in Beijing in 2006, that devotes to serving migrant workers.181 Because one of 
its board members happens to be a social work professor at the Capital University of 
Economics and Business, the NGO learned about an opportunity to establish social work 
agency in Chaoyang.182 The Zaixingdong Beijing Center decided to establish this branch 
social work organization in Chaoyang mainly to be the direct provider of governmental 
procurement of social work services. Unlike some NGOs that directly transitioned into 
social work agencies, Zaixindong continues their works as a NGO in its original location, 
in addition to its SWA, in order to diversify the funding sources. 
 In some ways similar to On Action, Jinlin (Close Neighbor) Social Service 
Center originated from projects funded by foreign foundations, and led by a professor at 
                                                
180 Ibid. This understanding coincides with some of the persisting meanings of “social work” as discussed 
Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. 
181 See the Zaixingdong Website: http://www.zxd.org.cn/  
182 Personal Communication, November 25, 2011. 
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the China Women’s College’s Social Work Department. Before it was registered with the 
district Civil Affairs Bureau and supervised by the Chaoyang Agricultural Committee, 
Jinlin had already worked in Chaoyang migrant and rural communities as a school-
affiliated NGO.183 The founder of Jinlin, Jing Yang, contends that government 
procurement of social services is the future trend of social work. However, she believes 
that SWAs should maintain their critical edge. She cautions the possible danger of relying 
too much on government procurement: 
[Transforming] people is not a one-time project, so the government needs 
to be aware of providing sustainable support. At the same time, social 
service agencies cannot forfeit their professional and independent status to 
the government’s purchasing system…for social work agencies to depend 
continuously on government projects to support themselves is not in itself 
grounds for criticism. However, [there] needs to be some interconnection 
between the various projects in order to have dynamic, sustainable work 
that can change a community and its inhabitants. The government cannot 
look upon social workers as emergency services or “fire-fighters.” It needs 
a developmental perspective to remedy problems.184 
 
Jin Lin’s director repeatedly stressed that the goal of social work is to discover the 
strength of a community by mobilizing possible resources to solve community problems. 
Yet, the newly created social work agencies are all external entities that “intrude” into 
community lives by altering their inner workings. Therefore, in order for a social work 
agency to provide sustainable services within a community, “they should be rooted in the 
community for a minimum of three to five years,” to foster capacity-building and 
integration of the community, as Jing Yang told a reporter. 185  
                                                
183 The information is found at: http://219.148.158.80/news_9735.html  
184 Hui Wang, “Government Procurement Promotes Social Work Agencies,” no.47, Fall 2010. 
http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/?p=584  
185 Ibid.  
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Similar to Jinlin and On Action, Yitu (World of Art Brut Culture; WABC for 
short) and Yitianyue (Old Age Happiness), social work agencies that were subsequently 
established after 2011, were also set up by NPOs previously registered as commercial 
enterprises. WABC is a NGO originally registered in Shanghai as a civil non-enterprise 
unit to help people with special needs to develop their artistic potentials as a way to 
improve their quality of life. It has expanded its work in Beijing communities, and the 
contact office is located in Chaoyang. Under the auspices of the district government, it 
has invited more experienced NGOs to set up social work agencies that provide 
specialized and professional services to vulnerable groups. WABC was successfully 
registered in the district, and now provides training programs in the community for 
people with special needs to display their artistic talents. Their goal is to promote social 
integration and gradually overcome the prejudices and discrimination against those with 
special needs.186 On the other hand, the Beijing Cuncaichunhui Elder Mental Health 
Service Center helped to establish the Yitianyue Social Work Agency to provide 
psychological services to the elderly community.187 Both organizations have now 
obtained legitimate status as legally registered SWAs by embracing the “professional 
social work” component in their organizational operations.  
 
SWAs Founded by Schools 
Among the social work agencies established by professionals, Huixin (Mercy 
Heart) Social Work Agency was founded by the Chair of the Social Development 
                                                
186 WABC’s website: http://www.wabcchina.org/about_us/english  
187 Cuncaochunhui’s website: http://ccch.96156.org.cn/wps/portal/ccch 
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Institute of the International Institute for Urban Development (IUD) located in Chaoyang. 
Huixin SWA was one of the first three social work agencies that have begun working in 
the district. Backed by a research institute devoted to urban planning and development, 
the startup fund for Huixin Social Work Agencies is the largest among all social work 
agencies in Beijing, amounting to one million RMB.188  
In addition, Chaoyang’s variety of social work agencies also includes two co-
founded by universities (Qicaiyun and Xinsheng). Qicaiyun (Rainbow Cloud) is 
supported by Beijing Social Administration Vocational College to work with the social 
assistance stations in Chaoyang. Xinsheng (Heart Voice) was founded by teachers at the 
Beijing College of Politics and Law.189 
 
SWAs Founded by Professionals 
Other social work organizations such as Lide (Establish Virtue), Li Nan, and 
Zhiyunhongshan (Cultivate Benevolence) are all set up by professionals from different 
fields, such as local enterprises or community development. Lide Social Work Agency 
was set up by a master's graduate of sociology from the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences with a bachelor's degree in Social Work who had worked on community 
development in the Yayuncun Street in Chaoyang. Consequently, his idea of setting up a 
                                                
188 The startup fund for the organization can be found on the Beijing Platform for the Social Organizations.  
http://www.bjsstb.gov.cn/wssb/wssb/dc/orgInfo.do?action=seeParticular&orgId=000010000008088&websi
tId=100&netTypeId=2   
189 A report about Xinsheng can be seen here: http://www.bjshjs.gov.cn/412/2013/04/23/69@10935.htm  
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social work agency was supported by the Yayuncun Street. The agency now provides 
direct services to people with intellectual disability.190  
Li Nan Social Work Agency was founded by Li Nan, a women who had become 
disabled in a car accident.191 It was founded with the support of the district government. 
Her agency focuses on providing services for people with disabilities. Zhiyunhongshan 
SWA was actually founded by the vice deputy head of a Resident’s Committee along 
with the support of a Sociology professor at the University of Science and Technology in 
Beijing.192 Zhiyunhongshan was originally the Jinzhanxiang Volunteer Association in 
Chaoyang, and it had become a SWA in 2012.193 
In addition, professionals from local enterprises also helped set up SWAs. 
Shukang social work agency is part of the operations of the Sheyuan Media Corporate 
which specializes in designing and distributing community newspapers and magazines.194 
Sheyuan has also helped build the information management platform for volunteer 
profiles in Chaoyang. To better serve volunteers in the district, the enterprise set up 
Shukang (Morning Health) SWA, and the district government procured volunteer 
management projects from Shukang.195  
 
                                                
190 Qin Hui, “Zhang Yaohao as the Candidate of the Most Beautiful Social Worker of Beijing: From 
Unintentional to Persistence” (Zuimei shegong houxuanren Zhangyaohao: cong wuyi dao zhizhuo 
Qianlongqang), September 18, 2012. http://www.people.com.cn/h/2012/0918/c25408-1-2417074373.html 
191 “The Most Beautiful Social Worker Li Nan: Using Love to Nurture Life” (Zuimei shegong zhi li nan 
yong aixin guangai shenghuo), January 8, 2013. See: http://www.gongyishibao.com/newdzb/html/2013-
01/08/content_4924.htm?div=0  
192 Zhiyunhongshan’s website: 
http://www.bjcyzyhs.com.cn/Aboutus.asp?Title=%BC%C6%BB%AE%D7%DC%BD%E1  
193 Ibid. 
194 Sheyuan’s media website: http://www.thesy.net/#/1/1/1/  
195 Sheyuan’s director, Jiangjian Li, was a former editor in chief of a newspaper. The news is available on 
the website of the China Disabled Persons’ Federation:  
http://www.cdpf.org.cn/special/2012zqcyjl/2012-09/07/content_30412126.htm  
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Limited Flexible Development 
The relative flexibility of Chaoyang’s local regulatory state can also be observed 
in the government procurement of services from social organizations implemented in 
Chaoyang. In 2011, Chaoyang was the only district in Beijing to allow grassroots 
nonprofit organizations, registered as commercial entities, to participate in the 
government procurement of social services.196 In addition, during my fieldwork, one 
social worker at a social work agency in Chaoyang expressed that the district leader of 
social construction had an educational background in social work. This might have been 
the reason that the district had a more open attitude toward social work service 
procurement.197  
However, surveying the individual profiles of the legal representatives of each 
social work organization registered in Chaoyang also reveals that most of the founders 
were involved in district party politics to some degree. This would mean that they receive 
higher trust from the district government to become the direct recipients of government 
procurement of social work services. In addition, since most of the social work agencies 
had already operated as separate NGOs or had strong connections to district government, 
their financial resources were more stable than the new SWAs set up by recent social 
work graduates.  
Nevertheless, the local government in Chaoyang, specifically the Social 
Construction Office, governs SWAs and limits them to only receiving funding through 
government procurement of social services or local funding sources. For example, the 
                                                
196 See: http://www.ccgp.gov.cn/specialtopic/fwlcg/jyjj/201303/t20130322_2659638.shtml  
197 A social worker in Chaoyang, interview, August 18, 2013. 
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issue of mixing foreign funding resources with state funding is still quite sensitive, and is 
prohibited. In my field research, a project manager at a SWA in Chaoyang that was 
founded by a grassroots NGO revealed that her SWA once considered applying for 
foreign funding to support some of their projects. Most of the government procurement of 
social services came in small installments for which an agency needed to apply on a 
yearly basis, depending on different procurement calls for projects each year. Applying 
for foreign aid might have helped the development of SWAs. However, the district 
government was strict in monitoring their finances. Receiving foreign funding may have 
been considered too sensitive and could have jeopardized a social work agency's 
legitimacy. Therefore, the board of directors would have decided that the social work 
agency would only apply for government funding, in order to avoid unnecessary 
hassles.198 
The Bounded Diversification of social work agencies in Chaoyang indicates the 
relative openness of the district government to integrating existing social service 
organizations by inviting some to set up social work agencies. The relative diffusive 
development for a variety of social work agencies to emerge is contingent on their 
“bounded” nature and rootedness in Chaoyang. All of the invited NGOs were based in 
Chaoyang and had worked with the district government in different capacities since their 
establishment. By allowing some of them to become permanent SWAs, the district 
government could continue to depend on them providing specialty services. The 
integration of professional resources within the district was the reason behind the 
bounded diversification of social work agencies in Chaoyang. 
                                                
198 A social worker working for a SWA in Chaoyang, interview, February 25, 2011. 
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Chapter Summary 
 In this chapter, I have discussed the other two patterns of SWAs in Dongcheng 
and Chaoyang districts. While both district governments are more relaxed in the control 
of SWAs, the way in which they decentralize service to SWAs has created patterns of 
SWA establishment—Low Institutionalization and Bounded Diversification.  
Although Dongcheng established the first social work agency in Beijing, the 
designation of social work agencies as comprehensive service organizations has resulted 
in their low institutionalization. This is also the result of resource dependency. At the 
same time, SWAs have to compete for service procurement with more experienced 
service-oriented NGOs located in the district. These conditions have led to the low 
institutionalization of SWAs in Dongcheng, without much diversification. 
 In Chaoyang, the district government manages SWAs through bounded 
diversification by allowing certain service-provision NGOs that already operate in the 
district to establish their corresponding SWAs. By integrating the existing professional 
resources in the district, the district government can depend on the existing NGOs to 
continue providing specialty services while incorporating professional social work 
services into their practices.  
Each district’s government procurement of social work services is patterned by 
local field dynamics. However, it is still unclear whether the services provided by these 
social work agencies arise from the social needs of each district or from responses to the 
state’s plan to implement SWAs. Lastly, I contend that although the central state sees 
social work agencies as the capillary powers to penetrate into the neglected parts of 
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society, district field dynamics pattern the development of social work agencies. Social 
work agencies staffed by social workers coming from a heterogeneous background have 
their own vision of social development. In the next chapter, I discuss how social workers 
interact with the existing community governance structure. 
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Chapter 6 
Strangers in the Community: Social Workers, Old Street Bureaucracies,  
and the Re-organization of Community Life in Urban China 
 
Knowing about how dynamics at the local level shape the development of social 
work agencies (SWAs) in each district, we now turn to the micro-interaction in 
communities initiated by or designated to social workers as they navigate the complex 
field of social work. Specifically, I will explore how these new service professionals, 
specifically the social workers, interact with the existing community governance order in 
post-socialist China. Additionally, I will ask to what extent their interactions with the 
community shape or are shaped by the existing service practices.  
In this chapter, I explore the patterns of interaction between social workers, street 
bureaucracies, and community residents. At the organizational level, I also delineate the 
relationship between the newly founded social work agencies (SWAs) established and 
operated mainly by social workers, and other civic organizations that include traditional 
neighborhood organizations and community-based NGOs. Focusing on the micro-
interactions of social work practices at the community level, I look at the confounding 
roles of social workers as expected by different actors at play in the community  (i.e., 
state, community dwellers, and NGO activists) and the impact that social workers bring 
to local welfare reform in present-day China.  
This chapter is organized as follows. I begin with a brief literature review on 
models of community intervention traditions and the structural dilemma encountered by 
professional social workers when interacting with indigenous nonprofessionals in the 
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setting of neighborhood centers.  Second, I provide a discussion of the potential of social 
work agencies, as service-provision NGOs, to shape service provision. Third, I analyze 
eleven SWAs’ practices by drawing on their patterns of interaction in the community. I 
focus on social workers’ interaction with street bureaucrats, the existing community-
based organizations, and community residents. Five generalized community interaction 
patterns are drawn from different scenarios of community interaction. Finally, I provide 
two examples of community practices led by social workers. One is a less successful 
community practice on domestic violence prevention. The other is a more successful 
community intervention through establishing a communal elderly cafeteria. I conclude 
with some reflections on how social workers might have fostered more positive attitudes 
toward re-organizing the existing community practices that are often dominated by the 
Community Resident’s Committee and the directives from higher authorities. 
 
Models of Community Practice  
Although social work practices at the neighborhood level are diverse, studies 
about models of community practices tend to distinguish them into three community 
intervention traditions (Rothman 1974): 1) Locality/Community Development, 2) Social 
Planning, and 3) Social Action. Locality Development, also called the Community 
Development model, focuses on community building and capacity building processes 
through engaging local people in consciousness-raising activities. Relying heavily on 
community participation, this consensus-building process of community development 
tends to be slow and sometimes distracts people from addressing larger structural issues. 
The Social Planning tradition is often data-driven, goal-oriented, and evidence-based to 
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address a certain social problem. Often guided by funding or legislation, social planning 
is led by technical experts and researchers to produce problem-solving solutions geared at 
particular local problems. Lastly, the Social Action model can be understood as a social 
movement or community-organizing model that is driven by social justice. Activists work 
with local disadvantaged groups through coalition building to make demands to larger 
institutions in the name of equality. However, social action groups tend to be fragmented 
and resource-deprived.  
In reality, community organizations’ practices tend to overlap in these three 
traditions. Alternatively, these models can be viewed as different phases of organizational 
development (Dai 2008). In fact, economic and political changes after the 1960s tended 
to sharpen the pre-existing tensions within each of the major paradigms of community 
organizations. In a recent update of community practices, Sites et al. (2007) argue that 
four concepts can bridge the three traditions to ground community practices in larger 
global structures and processes: 1) bridging social divides, 2) bridging spatial/political 
boundaries, 3) bridging sectorial boundaries, and 4) bridging scalar boundaries. 
 
Social Workers and Indigenous Nonprofessionals 
Scholars tend to agree that although social workers have engaged in all three 
community intervention traditions, social work services tend to emphasize the 
community development approach which uses locally based and bottom-up approach to 
address social issues as defined by the community members. At the practice level, social 
workers often encounter conflicts with indigenous nonprofessionals. These individuals 
are either part of the neighborhood bureaucracy or are recruited from the target 
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neighborhood and the risk population within a particular neighborhood. Indigenous 
workers function as “mediators” in social welfare programs, and they often have conflicts 
with professional social workers in terms of value orientation and work patterns 
(Loewenberg 1968). In certain organizational settings, professional social workers are 
isolated from other social workers outside the institutional environment. They sometimes 
find themselves in positions subordinate to nonprofessionals, and there is no supervisory 
relationship between social workers and nonprofessionals (Loewenberg 1968: 71). 
The tension between social workers and the existing community governance 
structure is often seen in the neighborhoods of urban China. In particular, social workers 
have to negotiate space with the Community Resident’s Committees, adjust conceptual 
values learned from social work curricula to practical application, and establish social 
work purview in the street-level micro politics at the service site (Chu et al. 2009; Dai 
2008; Leung 2012). Social workers in China may also perform community policing and 
work closely with local police officers (Wang and Wong 2012).  
Social workers, as new service professionals, are part of the government’s efforts 
to foster community participation through the initiation of social service programs (Xu 
2007). Because the majority of community service programs in urban China tend to target 
marginal groups in the community, community participation is generally limited to those 
who participated in welfare programs. In this sense, social workers may be the key to 
better promote community participation. Because most social workers work at service-
provision NGOs, including SWAs, I discuss the potential of service-provision NGOs in 
fostering community change in the following section. 
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Service-Provision NGOs in Community Change  
The status of service-provision NGOs in current studies of NGOs is a bit 
awkward. Studies of NGOs are often polarized on NGOs transformative effects, from 
envisioning a NGO-led re-organization of the world order (Meyer 2010) to declaring the 
ineffectiveness of NGOs on the ground (Campbell 2003; Mosse 2005). However, these 
studies seldom consider whether the service-provision NGO has the same social change 
potential. In most cases, researchers of development tend to view service-provision 
NGOs as subcontractors at the lower end of the global aid chain who passively 
implement neo-liberal programs that may temporarily alleviate social tension, but do not 
challenge the root cause of these problems (Edwards and Hume 1995; Gideon 1998; 
Morgan 2001; Watkins, Swidler, and Hannan 2012). Service provision NGOs are often 
viewed as mere substitutes for, or extensions of, state welfare functions. They engage in 
welfare provision, but have little influence over local governance (Brass 2012; Gideon 
1998). In general, the examination of service-provision NGOs in nondemocratic contexts 
is rare, and they are typically perceived as passive or even conservative.  
Some scholars have given more credit to community-based service-provision 
NGOs on account of their potential. Nicole Marwell (2004) argues that in some instances, 
service-provision NGOs may engage in political work in order to influence local electoral 
politics in exchange for services that may have major impacts on local governance. 
Scholars working in the tradition of community building also stress the importance of the 
“interstitially” of nonprofit organizations in balancing public and private action (Chaskin 
and Greenberg, 2013). In addition, Edward Walker and John McCarthy (2010) also point 
out that community-based organizations (CBOs) working in low-income communities are 
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more likely to thrive and impact the community when they have extra-local networks, 
such as regional or national alliances, as well as public accountability. While local 
sociopolitical ties are important for CBOs' survival, certain local legitimacy may impose 
additional tasks that might be disadvantageous CBOs (Walker and McCarthy 2010).  
Nevertheless, CBOs are critical in helping supplement or compensate the structural 
disadvantage of marginal social groups, and can bring benefits to communities. This line 
of research emphasizes that service provision CBOs may play a positive role in 
community change if they utilize their position of structural advantage wisely.  
The rapid growth of the SWAs may make people wonder whether it is another 
state-led organization for the purpose of governmentality, just like numerous examples of 
NGOs in the past (Leung et al. 2012). Countering this intuition, this chapter provides 
evidence that the SWA differs from our typical passive image of service-provision NGOs 
in many aspects. The most important and defining feature of the SWA is that it is staffed 
mostly by young people with a bachelor’s or a postgraduate degree in social work. I 
argue that the professional knowledge those young generations gain from schools bring 
about the possibility of maintaining autonomy that distinguishes these SWAs from other 
kinds of service-provision NGOs and street or community bureaucracies. At the same 
time, SWAs are highly embedded in the local context. Professional knowledge and tools 
of social workers working at SWAs provide the buffer for the SWA to negotiate for space 
in communities. 
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The Role of Social Workers in the Community 
Social workers play a confounding role in the community as expected by the state, 
the street cadre, the Community Resident’s Committee, the existing informal community-
based organizations, and community residents.  The first role that social workers and 
SWAs play is as the legitimate service providers under government-nonprofit contract. 
This is because local governments need someone to help organize their ever-diversifying 
constituents. While existing traditional neighborhood organizations are highly embedded 
in the local context, they lack the required training and knowledge for the new welfare 
systems based on individualized principles. The increasing complexity of welfare needs 
calls for professionals with the systematic and scientific knowledge to help organize 
communities according to new welfare principles (Xu 2007).  
Second, the existing neighborhood organizations have vested interests, and to a 
certain extent they are considered as obstacles to the new welfare reform that has 
attempted to shift the financial burden from the government to individuals (Saich 2008). 
Therefore, embedding social workers as new meditating professionals serves as a solution 
to upgrade community service provisions by introducing new personnel and practices. 
Ideally, the professional training and knowledge has equipped social workers with a 
sense of commitment to a core value of social work that differentiates themselves from 
other sectors of the community service provision.  
Social work is a value-laden profession that extends beyond simple caring and 
trust. As a profession, it embodies humanitarian values of democracy, participation, and 
social justice (Bisman 2004) that are different from the socialist ideology of the Chinese 
Communist Party (Pearson and Phillips 1994). Studies on the prospects of professions in 
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China have already pointed out that while state regulations may constrain the professional 
autonomy of an emergent profession, some professions, such as law and medicine, have 
already attempted to push the boundaries of the state for more jurisdictional power and to 
allow lawyers and doctors to behave according to their professional identity (Alford, 
Winston, and Kirby 2011; Liu 2013). Corollary, as more people take on the social work 
profession, I predict that social workers will strive to gain more jurisdiction and authority 
over their practices and knowledge (Abbott 1988, 1995; Friedson 1994; Larson 1977).  
Studies have pointed out that self-chosen values of social workers can contribute to 
further professionalization and organizational survival in the long run (Xu 2013; Xu and 
Ngai 2011).  
In the latter part of this chapter, I provide evidence that the processes of 
implementing social work and practicing as social workers are full of conflict since most 
social workers in SWAs are not local residents. Furthermore, their social work 
interventions are often foreign to community residents. While it is still early to tell, such 
tension in interactions can have profound consequences for community governance. 
This chapter is based on eleven SWAs, a subset of my data, located in six Beijing 
districts (see Table 6.1).199 For the purpose of comparison, four of them are central 
districts, and two are periphery. Specifically, I conducted 27 semi-structured interviews 
with social workers, covering over 60 hours.200 I recruited two or three members, 
including the director, from each SWA; I also interviewed two social work professors, 
two cadres in the Community Residents’ Committee, and a social work policy researcher 
                                                
199 Beijing currently has 16 districts. 
200 In total, I collected 75 in-depth interviews with people working in social work agencies and service-
provision NGOs, representing 32 different civic organizations. See Chapter 1. 
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working for the Ministry of Civil Affairs. During the interviews, I focused on 
understanding how social workers interact with both the grassroots government and local 
community members. The data is recorded in the form of ethnographic field notes and 
interview transcripts. I was also permitted to attend SWA events as a volunteer in order to 
understand their daily operations. I also accompanied several of the staff and participants 
on trips and events.  
 
Table 6.1: List of Social Work Agencies (SWAs) Studied 
 
SWA’s Name 
 
District 
 
Year Established 
East Sun SWA A 2009 
Family Alliance SWA A 2006 
Benevolent Help SWA B 2010 
Happy Community SWA B 2010 
Loving Care SWA C 2011 
Leading Heart SWA C 2011 
New Beginning SWA C 2010 
Social Guardian SWA D 2010 
Harmony SWA  D 2010 
Helping Hands SWA  F 2012 
Sunny Day SWA G 2009 
 
Note: All names of SWAs have been altered to ensure the confidentiality of each organization. 
 
Patterns of Community Interaction 
Ideally, professional social workers' practice would involve a combination of 
community development, social planning, social action, or clinical practices. However, 
according to a survey of 95 social workers with college degrees in Haidian District, 42% 
of social workers carry out work in the community according to their supervisory unit, 
30% help with typing or organizing community paperwork, and 20% organize all sorts of 
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activities to encourage community participation (Wang and Zhang 2012). 43.16% of 
social workers are stuck working in communities that lack leadership. Even though all 95 
social workers who participated in the survey were college graduates, 30.5% of them 
thought that they lacked the experiences to interact with different kinds of people, and 
72.63% reported that community social work was very different from what they had 
expected. These numbers indicate that in reality, young social workers face many 
troubles and are generally unhappy at work. 
Having the reality in mind, some social workers have striven to be integrated into 
the community service and governance structure. Their interaction patterns with different 
groups of people can be summarized into five different interaction patterns (see Table 
6.2). The first interaction pattern in which social workers engage with the community is 
“mundane interaction and daily help.” This practice mainly focuses on interacting with 
community residents on a daily basis. The second, the most common interaction pattern 
adopted by social workers to interact with street bureaucracy and community residents, is 
“instrumental co-optation.” This pattern occurs by showing compliance to the authority 
of CRCs by persuading them that their services can only enhance their work and will not 
bring them trouble (mafan), and then allying with powerful community members. The 
third type of interaction pattern, “professional training,” involves community cadres and 
residents, in which a social worker takes on the role of professional expert by providing 
educational sessions on the social work licensure exam or by educating community 
cadres about social work. 
The fourth type of community interaction pattern is “government-SWA 
collaboration.” In this pattern, social workers collaborate with different levels of 
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government to implement services through the form of a service contract. The fifth 
pattern, which is incipient and becoming a common practice for social workers, is 
introducing “innovative practices” to both engage community governance cadres as well 
as community members. 
Following the sections on community interaction patterns involving social 
workers, I show case studies of two SWAs to discuss a less successful case of community 
interaction and a more successful case of community reform. 
 
Table 6.2: SWAs’ Community Interaction Patterns 
 
 
 
SWA’s Name 
 
District 
Mundane 
Interaction 
& Daily 
Help 
Instrumental 
Co-optation 
Professional 
Training 
Government-
SWA 
Collaboration 
Innovative 
Practices 
East Sun  A + +  +  
Family 
Alliance 
A + +  +  
Benevolent 
Help 
B + +  +  
Happy 
Community 
B + +  +  
Loving 
Care 
C + + + + + 
Leading 
Heart 
C + + + + + 
New 
Beginning 
C + +  +  
Social 
Guardian 
D + + +   
Harmony D + +    
Helping 
Hands 
F + + +  + 
Sunny Day G + +  + + 
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Mundane Interactions and Daily Help 
The first interaction pattern occurs on a daily basis through offering free help. All 
social workers in eleven SWAs regard service provision work as the first priority to gain 
trust and legitimacy from the grassroots government. The key is to provide “positive 
support” (zhengxiang zhichi) to the Street Office and the CRC. The goal is to let the 
grassroots government recognize what SWAs can add to their performance-based credits 
in local governance so that a SWA can gradually bring in social work interventions. In 
reality, despite SWAs’ claims to engage in professional social work practices, much of 
their present work is to simply “help people” solve immediate problems or just lend a 
helping hand. These facilitative actions open doors for SWAs to fill in the absences or 
“gaps” in street-led service provision to engage in “interstitial action” (Chaskin and 
Greenberg 2015). 
Responding to neglected needs from the community is often the immediate 
strategy that SWAs use to integrate their presence into the daily lives of community 
residents and local governments. Social workers describe similar instances where their 
work responds to the general needs of the communities. Because the boundary of social 
work in a particular community is often unclear and some SWAs have expressed “a lack 
of supervision from the top,” the liminal space in which SWAs operate has granted them 
a degree of freedom to engage in innovative practices. This is the case so long as their 
work follows the state policy directives of “political performance, harmony, and 
stability” as described by a social worker.201 Letting street cadre and community workers 
feel that they “do less work but claim more credit” allows SWAs to engage in a variety of 
                                                
201 Director of the East Sun SWA, personal communication, August 7, 2013. 
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social work interventions. Relationships built over time through these simple acts of 
kindness also facilitate SWAs' engagement in community building. 
The East Sun SWA focuses its work on helping frail elderly and delinquent youth, 
but much of their daily operations respond directly to solving miniscule tasks raised by 
the residents or respond to the needs from the Street Office. Because of these pre-
established friendly acquaintances with the community members, East Sun was able to 
send social workers to pay home visits to elderly lone adults. It also organized support 
groups for youths who often linger around the bar district.  
Nevertheless, as “the first person to eat crab” in District A, the development of 
East Sun SWA in District A did not go smoothly.202. Between 2010 and 2012, eight of 
the ten founding social workers left East Sun for the community service stations or other 
jobs because their average monthly income was less than 1,000 RMB (about $160). None 
of the social workers were insured, and East Sun did not have a long-term project to 
assure stable income. One of the remaining social workers at East Sun reported to a 
newspaper:  
We do not have medical insurance, pensions, or basic social insurance. 
Although we are still young and have not felt the urgency, insurance is 
crucial for employees in the long run. The reason those employees decided 
to leave the agency is probably not because of how much they got paid, 
but because we cannot afford their insurance. We only get paid around 
1,000 yuan per month. This is considered a very low paying job in Beijing. 
Fortunately, we are all from Beijing, and we can live at home. We don’t 
need to buy or rent a room. Otherwise, we could not survive in Beijing. Of 
course, we really hope the prospects for our social work agency will get 
better. It is just like looking at our stock market investments, which we do 
not want to see decline. We will continue to do our best, but no one knows 
                                                
202 “The first person to eat crab” (diyige chi pangxie de ren) refers to an individual who is willing to take 
risk. 
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what it will be like in the future. Honestly, at the current stage, I really 
cannot see clearly the future of our social work agency.203 
 
In early 2013, the original founder of East Sun decided to resign his role as its legal 
representative in order to become a jewelry retailer. The role was taken over by the 
current director. 
During the summer of 2013, I visited the director of the East Sun SWA, a social 
worker with an MSW degree from an accredited university in Hong Kong. Still, she 
described how assisting with mundane daily tasks that are often neglected by the local 
government propagates the organization’s reputation in professional social work: 
Although we would like to provide professional social work services that 
can utilize the techniques we learned in school, much of our work helps 
people solve daily problems. We help people fix their computers, listen to 
community members complain when they are distressed, or accompany 
the elderly when they are scared of being alone. In fact, the majority of our 
work is “obligatory work” (yiwugongzuo) and can be easily solved by the 
CRC, but no one wants to do it, and there is a lack of community identity. 
This is where social work intervenes. (Director of the East Sun SWA, 
personal communication, August 7, 2013; emphasis added) 
 
Unlike its predecessor, the current director of East Sun has secured a service contract 
with a Procuratorate in a remote district of Beijing in order to conduct a social 
investigation of juvenile delinquents. The Procuratorate provides them with 
reimbursement for travel and food. However, since East Sun has to carry out regular 
community activities on weekdays, social workers usually conduct these social 
investigations on weekends. Usually the supervisor of East Sun will drive her own car, 
and then take all the social workers to the home of a juvenile, which is often located 
                                                
203 “Chinese Social Workers Facing Difficulty in Development” (Zhongguo shegong mianlin fazhan nanti), 
Shehuixueba, April 25, 2010. See: http://y187865.51host.net/a/research/2010/0425/353.html  
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outside of Beijing. This collaborative project ensures the organization steady financial 
resources, and also helps shape its professional trajectory. 
Besides lending a helping hand, SWAs carry out specific service provision 
packages based on their service-contract with the district- or street-level government. The 
state-procured “free services” (mianfei fuwu) provide the incentive for seeking local 
collaborative partners. For example, social workers at the Benevolent Help SWA focus 
their work on schools and a juvenile delinquent re-adjustment program based on the 
consideration of organizational capacity and direct support from the Social Workers’ 
Association in the district. Although the areas of specialization are determined by each 
SWA, and each service area has secured a service-contract from the district government, 
finding a collaborative institutional partner is difficult because none of the institutions 
know what social work really is and what benefits it can bring. Without the district 
government’s support, Benevolent Help would have difficulty securing a social work 
contract with the local schools.  
The state-funded aspect of SWAs’ projects ameliorates the general public’s 
ignorance of social work, and this has given SWAs a structural advantage in promoting 
their services. The major incentive for different institutions to accept SWA’s services is 
that services procured by the government are free of charge to the collaborating 
institution. For example, in the following interview note, the director of Benevolent Help 
describes how “free services” became the deciding factor for the school to let them 
practice social work: 
I went to XX School to talk to their board. However, we forgot to file a 
request beforehand with the Beijing Education Committee so XX School 
didn’t know we were coming. They asked, “What is social work?” To 
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answer their questions, we prepared a series of PowerPoint slides about 
what social work is and how this service could benefit the students and the 
school as a whole. XX school board was still hesitant to allow our social 
workers to be stationed in the school. The deciding moment was when we 
told them that our services are free of charge because the district 
government had already paid for everything. (Director of Benevolent Help, 
personal communication, August 12, 2013) 
 
The state-supported and -funded “free services” through the form of service 
contracts gives SWAs and their social workers the legitimacy to interject themselves into 
the daily-routinized activities of the community. At the same time, social workers also 
quietly enter into the inner workings of the local government by taking on tasks that are 
neglected by the Street Office or the CRC. By gradually embedding the organization into 
the mundane lives of the community, SWAs can carve out an autonomous niche through 
continued engagement with community social life. 
 
Instrumental Co-optation 
Besides providing nonreciprocal services to the community or respective service 
populations, social workers also adopt the second interaction pattern—“instrumental co-
optation.” This means that social workers at different SWAs must first gain recognition 
from the Community Resident’s Committee and the street-level bureaucracies in order to 
gain access to the community members. Much of social workers' work in the community 
aims to achieve community building through fostering a volunteer base and a loyal 
support group of community residents. The goal is to build a strong community support 
base in order to allow SWAs to mobilize stakeholders to talk about neighborhood 
priorities and strategic action. However, communities are governed by CRCs that carry 
out directives from the street-level government, which receives orders from higher 
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authorities. In order to carry out activities in community, social workers tend to adopt the 
interaction pattern of instrumental co-optation. 
In addition, given the fact that social work is a new profession in China and given 
the lesser-known status of social work among the general public, social workers at SWAs 
have experimented with different strategies of instrumental co-optation, such as showing 
compliance to CRC authority by persuading them that their services can only enhance 
their work and will not bring them trouble. SWAs also ally themselves with active 
community residents or party members in order to leverage support from the street 
government and the community residents. Brokering resources through influential 
community members, social workers can advocate their “professional expertise” in social 
work and convince the community that social work can bring about positive outcomes. 
Social workers from nine of the SWAs I analyzed in this chapter claim to be doing 
community-building work based on government initiatives to foster community social 
organizations (shequ shehu zuzhi). The other SWAs, although they do not explicitly work 
in the community, have cultivated a volunteer base from their service beneficiaries and 
encourage them to become regular volunteers of the organizations. 
One example from my fieldwork research illustrates the intricate strategies of 
instrumental co-optation that SWAs adopt to gradually integrate social work and value 
into the existing field of community service provision. Helping Hands is a small social 
work organization in one of the more remote districts of Beijing. Its core members are all 
social work graduates holding a bachelor’s degree or an MSW from a nearby university. 
Helping Hands’ first project was an elderly daycare program at a community that was 
known for its die-hard Communist party retirees, both in the makeup of the CRC and the 
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community's membership base. CRC members first thought the Helping Hands was sent-
from-above to “snatch their jobs” (qiang gongzuo), and refused to cooperate with them. 
A few elderly members got involved under the false pretense that participating in the 
SWA could boost their political capital. The general lack of trust in the community 
hindered what the SWA could have done in terms of community building. 
After encountering difficulty, social workers at the Helping Hands began to shift 
their community building strategy. First, they established a collaborative relationship 
with the CRC in order to comply with their rules and assure them that the SWA’s work 
could benefit the community as a whole. Each community building activity began with 
several slogans such as “We uphold the commands from the Community Residents’ 
Committee and the Communist Party Committee.” Second, Helping Hands pre-selected 
communities that already had a culture of volunteering. These communities tended to be 
more willing to collaborate with the SWA to incorporate new methods of community-
building into their existing framework. For example, one community already had a 
voluntary “cultural conservation team” (wenwu baohudui), and members of this team 
were usually active and elderly. These elderly volunteers were more willing to cooperate 
with Helping Hands by regularly visiting the lonely elderly seniors in the community as 
part of their volunteer activities. In this way, Helping Hands could gradually penetrate the 
routinized practices of community life by “holding professionalism [in social work] and 
gradually influencing people with whom [they] are in contact, even when people may not 
know what social work is in the first place” (Director of the Helping Hands SWA, 
personal communication, August 8, 2013). A social worker at Helping Hands also told 
me that in her master’s study of social work, the most valuable lesson she learned was 
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“you have to fight injustice instead of distancing or submitting to the situation.” 
Therefore, in her direct interactions with community members, she tried to express the 
idea of “social justice” (shehui gongping) when providing direct services to “influence 
lives with lives” (Social Worker at Helping Hands, personal communication, August 8, 
2013). 
Other SWAs also adopt similar strategies to first comply with their immediate 
higher authority and then to attempt to circumvent bureaucratic absorption once they 
administer their community-building projects. SWAs whose clients concern occupants in 
an office building usually work in a five-in-one building service station that includes 
cadres for the Communist Party-Building (dangjian), the Communist Youth League, the 
Women’s Federation, the Labor Union, and social workers dispatched from a SWA. 
SWAs have to find a way to incorporate social work into party-building by first 
complying with cadre’s commands, and then finding a way to infuse social work 
principles into community-building activities. As the assistant director of the Social 
Guardian SWA described: 
The strategy we come up with to incorporate the techniques of social work 
into party-building is to first present a very “red” (meaning incorporating 
the Communist party-building propaganda) community-building project 
proposal to the Street Office. Once they approve it and allocate money to 
us, we tone down the “redness” and bring more attention to personal 
development when we actually administer the activity. (Assistant Director 
of the Social Guardian SWA, personal communication, August 9, 2013) 
 
When dealing with the street government, Social Guardian also incorporated similar 
strategies of compliance: 
For the street-level community building activities, we will first gain 
approval from the Street Office and establish a friendly relationship with 
community workers at the CRC. We especially look for those “active 
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members of the community” (shequ jiji fenzi) such as the head of an 
apartment complex. We brief them about our work beforehand, making 
those active members feel as if they are part of our social work 
team…Then we revise our activity plan, taking in some of their 
suggestions and ask those active members to promote the activities on our 
behalf. After a few rounds, those active members become our volunteers. 
(Assistant Director of the Social Guardian SWA, personal communication, 
August 9, 2013) 
 
Even though the content may have been changed when SWAs administered the activity, 
these community-building activities still appear to be harmless to the grassroots cadres 
with titles such as “stress-relief therapeutic session for white collar workers” or “reading 
corner for parents and children.” However, the assistant director of Social Guardian 
emphasized that their activities were different content-wise from similar activities 
provided by the Street Office because what SWA does is “more than giving out presents 
and doing activities to satisfy the authority.” Instead, it cultivates community belonging 
and encourages participation. 
In all of the SWAs I visited, every social worker expressed that while they 
understood that the key task of the Community Resident’s Committee (CRC) is to 
maintain stability (weiwen), social work in China cannot proceed without the legitimation 
of the CRC. However, as the Director of Helping Hands expressed, “We have to 
challenge the CRC and search for the mass-base (qunzhong jichu) that the CRC doesn’t 
have” (Personal communication, August 8, 2013). Most of the SWA social workers that I 
interviewed considered instrumental co-optation to be necessary because government 
regulations tended to be strict, and this has restricted what they can do as social workers. 
Under this regulatory pressure, social workers told me that they “could not leave the 
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government” (buneng likai zhengfu). They could only search for their identities by 
working with the government and foundations, or fundraising from the community. 
 
Professional Training 
Social work agencies in China also provide training services for grassroots 
government by holding educational sessions about social work, its practices, and its 
values. These professional trainings are often free of charge, or in some cases, 
participants pay a small fee for printed materials. Four SWAs in my research provided 
professional training for street cadres and community workers who wanted to take the 
Social Work Standardization Licensure Exam each year (see Table 6.2). Occasionally, 
Street Office or state mass organizations, such as the Communist Youth League or the 
Women’s Federation, will invite licensed social workers from SWAs to teach community 
workers and cadres about theoretical concepts of community, techniques of working with 
frail populations, or ways of leading group activities. 
Professional training sessions are valuable for social workers to both assert their 
professional authority and also to build trust to facilitate SWAs’ activities at the 
community level. If time and resources allow, some SWAs find holding professional 
training sessions an effective strategy to quickly establish a professional reputation. For 
example, Loving Care, a SWA specializing in social assistance, has held free exam 
preparation sessions for community workers who would like get licensed as social 
workers. To date, more than three hundred community workers have attended their 
preparatory sessions. The director of the Leading Heart SWA is also an online instructor 
for the social work licensure exam. He held an affordable two-month comprehensive 
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exam preparatory session before the actual exam in June. The Social Guardian held 
review sessions one week before the exam and only charged 10 RMB (around $1.5) per 
person for handouts.  
The director of Leading Heart believes that holding training sessions for 
community social workers and street cadres is a “win-win” strategy because not only do 
SWAs gain professional recognition from community workers, but the Street Office also 
provides SWAs with some funding because they encourage community workers and 
cadres to obtain social work licenses in order to boost the technocratic quality of the 
CRC. 
 
Government-SWA Collaboration 
Social workers working at the SWAs engage in various collaborative projects 
based on a service contract with a variety of government agencies, such as the Street 
Office, district Civil Affairs Bureau, municipal Social Development Office (shehui 
jainshe bangongshi), and the National Social Work Association. Sometimes the service 
contract is in the form of a district-wide competition which allows each SWA to submit 
innovative project proposals on a particular issue such as “promoting a civilized 
community” (jianshe wenming shequ).204 Some collaborative contracts are by invitation 
only, and the securement of such contract serves as an indicator that the SWA has 
established a professional reputation in the field. Eight of the SWAs in this chapter have 
secured a collaborative contract with a government agency. Among them, two SWAs 
collaborate with a government agency from a different district. Therefore, government-
                                                
204 Social Workers at the New Beginning, personal communication, February 25, 2011. 
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SWA collaborative projects can expand a SWA’s organizational space that is not 
confined to one’s registered district. 
For example, two SWAs from my case studies are working on a collaborative 
project with the government on juvenile delinquency. The Chinese state has begun to 
reform its penal system by incorporating social work into the management of juvenile 
delinquency. The Benevolent Help SWA was invited by the district Communist Youth 
League and the Procuratorate to become the supervising unit for the district juvenile 
delinquency prevention and intervention program. Benevolent Help also helped establish 
a juvenile community service center to monitor non-prosecuted juveniles and help them 
to engage in restorative social work services. This collaborative project ensured the 
organization steady financial resources and also helped shape its professional trajectory. 
East Sun SWA held a service contract with a Procuratorate in a remote district of Beijing 
to conduct a social investigation of juvenile delinquents. The Procuratorate provided 
reimbursement for travel and food, but since East Sun has to carry out regular community 
activities on weekdays, social workers usually had to perform these social investigations 
on weekends. 
Sometimes, a government-SWA collaborative project also depends largely on the 
personal relationships (guanxi) built over time with a government agency. One of the 
founding members of the Loving Care SWA also held a position at the district social 
assistance station. Therefore, much of Loving Care’s work focused on providing special 
support and direct services for families receiving cash benefits from the Minimum 
Livelihood Guarantee (dibao). This collaborative project between the social assistance 
station (shehui jiuzhuzhan) and Loving Care aimed to develop a social work service 
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intervention and social support network for those dibao families. I asked a social worker 
at Loving Care how her work with the dibao family differs from similar work done by 
community cadres. She said that Loving Care’s social work services focus more on the 
mental and spiritual development of the clients, but street bureaucrats mainly review the 
eligibility of each dibao family in order to give them minimum cash allowances. A street 
cadre affirmed that services provided by the SWA “fill the vacuum of professionalized 
community service work.” The professional knowledge and humanistic attitude of social 
work thus grants SWAs more space to develop organizational capacity to gradually 
transform the more administrative-oriented and uniform way of community governance 
in China. 
SWAs also support government initiatives on “incubating community social 
organizations” (shequ shehui zuzhi fuhua) to foster and develop the capacities of 
voluntary community organizations and recreational groups. The eventual goal is to 
cultivate these loosely organized voluntary community organizations to become officially 
registered social organizations that can be better mobilized for future community action. 
When SWAs have secured funding from the district government for incubating 
community organizations, they will select one to two community organizations to help 
them come up with articles of incorporation, teach them how to secure funding for 
regular activities, and guide them in drafting manuals for volunteers. Sometimes, SWAs 
even hold group empowerment activities for these community organizations. For 
example, Helping Hands has worked with a community-based Youth Physical Education 
Association and a white-collar volunteer group. Social Guardian has worked with a 
community calligraphy team and a volunteer service team. These recreation-based 
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community groups have now begun to recruit formal members and devise plans of action 
for future activities. 
 
Innovative Practice 
Incorporating the above-mentioned interaction patterns with the community 
cadres, community members, and street- or municipal-level officials, social workers can 
gradually bring in new practices to encourage community participation and assert their 
professional presence. Some of the less resourceful SWAs, such as Helping Hands and 
Sunny Day, have attempted to incorporate innovative social work practices in the 
communities they serve. These have included organizing Winter Day Warm Heart Action 
(dongri nuanyang xingdong) to visit homeless people to collect their stories, or 
connecting bankers and children with congenial disease for field trips. Below, I provide 
an example of a SWA that has attempted to implement an interesting practice in order to 
make social work more accessible to community members. 
Leading Heart’s director was the head of the CRC before he started his own SWA. 
He knew that before claiming a professional stance, the SWA had to tacitly align those 
practices with the state’s needs, and decipher what would be best for both the community 
members and the steering CRC. Under these conditions, the SWA could intervene with 
innovative practices and introduce social work services. For example, Leading Heart held 
“Bringing the Social Work Service Supermarket to the Community” (shegong fuwu 
chaoshi jinshequ) events every two months. At this event, social workers would invite 
several local businesses to provide free services, such as legal consultation, psychological 
counseling, massage, and medical examinations to the community members. As a social 
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worker at Leading Heart described, “once you provide [the community residents] 
substantive (shizaide) services a few times without charge and show your ability in 
resource referrals, people will begin to trust your expertise over the street cadres.” To 
increase community participation, Leading Heart also asked its social workers to learn 
about Robert’s Rules of Order and organize a “community assembly hall” (shequ 
yishiting) to encourage community members to voice their opinions, set priorities for a 
community task, and find solutions to community problems. These innovative practices 
quickly gave Leading Heart more autonomy in organizing future activities. 
By presenting themselves as allies of the street government and friends of the 
community members, social workers can gradually assert their presence in the lives of the 
community and bring in their professional values and practice, which many community 
members find different from the cold administrative attitude of the street bureaucracies. 
Street cadre and community workers can also benefit from the result of SWA’s 
innovative practices. The co-production process allows social workers and SWAs to 
become “inseparable” from particular communities, and facilitates the integration of 
social work in community life. Following this section, I first introduce a case study of a 
less successful social work intervention, and then I discuss a more successful social work 
intervention. 
 
The Case of a Family Alliance 
Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell: Harmonious Family and the Domestic Violence Prevention 
Here, I provide a case study of an event regarding a community domestic violence 
prevention program implemented by Family Alliance (FA), a SWA that aims to provide 
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family social work education and services. This case study aims to provide some 
reflection about the cultural and structural barriers that social workers face in their 
interaction with street bureaucracies. 
According to FA’s leader, to implement community-level advocacy and service 
work in China, language must be toned down in order to align with state-endorsed 
discourse. She told me that even though “domestic violence” (jiating baoli) is a global 
feminist issue, the topic is still a taboo in some Chinese communities. FA’s domestic 
violence education activities at the street-level propagate that the belief that domestic 
violence education will enhance “harmonious family” (hexie jiating) and will benefit the 
community. During each workshop and activity, FA’s social workers refrain from talking 
directly about “anti-domestic violence” (fanjiabao). The “don’t ask, don’t tell” 
understanding in executing community projects and the lack of professional jurisdiction 
as a SWA present difficulty for social workers who are the coordinators of these 
projects.205 
One sunny October afternoon in 2010, on a crowded bus ride, Xiao Zhang and I 
were carrying bags of domestic violence prevention pamphlets, posters, mini bottles of 
pedicure fizz tablets and gift key chains. We were on our way to the last campaign for the 
Family Safety Harbor at District A. This was a year-long state-procured Family Alliance 
project aimed at introducing ideas and strategies of domestic violence prevention to the 
street-level bureaucrats and community members. This project had a strong social work 
focus and collaborated with a city college’s social work department as part of their 
                                                
205 In another FA’s project to educate young girls about sexual abuse, FA’s members had to reframe the 
project as “safety education” (anquan jiaoyu) and then tried to sneak in topics about sex education along 
with other topics such as food safety and beach safety. 
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students' internship. Zhang was a licensed social worker with a master's degree in social 
work, and she was the project coordinator for this campaign. 
When we arrived at the Street Office located in a tortuous hutong (alley) in 
District A, we quickly set up posters reading “Hope every family becomes a safe harbor: 
domestic violence prevention and education.” After setting up another table in the back 
with pamphlets, leaflets, pedicure fizz tables and key chains, people started to arrive. 
Among these twenty street-level bureaucrats from the local Women’s federation, Street 
offices, and Community Resident’s Committees, only one third of them were men. One 
elderly man walked in glancing at the title of the poster, and then exclaimed, “I don’t 
have this kind of problem.” The woman next to him replied, “Didn’t you see that it is 
about intervention and education?” A female judge who was also FA’s volunteer hosted 
the talk. In various examples of domestic violence she provided, persuasion (guiquan) or 
divorce were the two most common strategies utilized by the street bureaucrats when 
dealing with domestic violence cases in the community. However, few street bureaucrats 
were truly interested in the topic. Some were taking naps because many of them had to 
conduct household population censuses afterward, and most were playing with their cell 
phones.  
Throughout the duration, Zhang and I were taking photos and recording the event. 
At the end of the presentation, Zhang handed everyone a domestic violence prevention 
pamphlet, a mini-bottle of pedicure fizz, and a keychain. The elderly female community 
leader (shequ zhuren) urged the street-level cadres to continue to work with Zhang after 
she retires this month. Shea added: “Because social worker Zhang (zhang shegong) 
worked so hard to educate us about domestic violence.” When everyone was gone, Zhang 
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asked me with a bitter smile what I thought about the event—how it could be more 
effective by incorporating social work methods.  
Zhang constantly struggled with her identity as a professional social worker and 
her role as the project coordinator of the domestic violence prevention program. She 
explained that the lack of professional recognition from the community was the biggest 
obstacle she encountered: 
To tell you the truth, we were quite disconnected from the local 
communities even though we do social work. [We] also lacked experts 
supervising the projects. It became very difficult to carry out the project 
precisely. The original plan behind the project against domestic violence 
was to do advocacy work on Women’s Day and Children’s Day. We also 
intended to go into communities to educate residents, to provide training 
to elderly community members, and to do targeted training for domestic 
violence perpetrators and survivors. In addition, we also proposed to do 
domestic violence consultation for local Women’s Federations and 
organized a White Ribbon Campaign. Each of these activities seemed 
reasonable ideologically, but in practice, it was a tremendous amount of 
work on my part to do each one of them. 
 
Even if Zhang had known about a case of domestic violence in the community, she would 
not have had the jurisdiction to intervene professionally as a social worker. Only the 
police department and the CRC can intervene when a case of domestic violence is 
reported. “Even as a licensed social worker, I do not have the ‘qualification’ (zige) to 
help people in need,” Zhang said in frustration. 
As shown in the previous vignette, the inability to preform “effective” social work 
at the community-level, even under the state-procured service contract, is a common 
frustration for social workers in China. In fact, a social work supervisor at Sunny Day 
SWA, a social service organization devoted to a rare disease, told me of similar 
frustration. As a licensed social worker, she had often struggled with the moral question 
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of patient confidentiality. State-procured service contracts had required them to disclose 
personal information about patients, and to use patients' photos, especially children’s, in 
the final reports in order to show improvement. Despite this difficulty, she took the 
opportunity to interact with the local bureaucracy and educate them about protecting 
confidentially and anonymity of human subjects. 
 
The Case of Happy Community 
 Mobilizing Community Resources: The Communal Cafeteria and Elderly Care 
As the previous sections have shown, different SWAs have incorporated similar 
strategies to infuse social work practices and values into community social life. 
Nevertheless, it is still unclear to what extent social workers and SWAs could reshape 
community social life from being only minimally engaged to getting more involved and 
actually mobilizing residents in community participation. In most social work 
interventions, the effect of quality-of-life programs often take longer to show, but 
changes in the social organization of the community can still be noticeable. 
While bargaining for more professional authority and legitimacy, SWAs attempt 
to create a space for association. This could have social consequences for community 
empowerment and action. One example from the Happy Community SWA illustrates 
how the establishment of a community care program to resolve costs for elderly daycare 
had created a space for community participation. 
Happy Community began as a corporate social responsibility (CSR) program in 
District B to provide free computer training for marginal groups in the community, such 
as elderly members and people with physical or learning disabilities. Because of its long-
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established relationships with several communities in District B and their supervising 
CRCs as well as the respective Street Office, Happy Family SWA was established with 
the help of the District B government to continue community-building projects with the 
objective of doing social work. 
Happy Community utilized the strength of social workers to maximize resource 
mobilization of the community and to create a space for elderly to associate. In 
developing the Community Elderly Care Program for the district, social workers at 
Happy Community first mobilized active elderly members to become volunteer teachers 
at the Community Elderly School (shequ laonian xuetang). Then social workers reformed 
the Community Elderly School into a daycare center for the elderly in the community. 
Because most elderly members lived in high-rise buildings and were often reluctant to 
participate in community events, social workers persuaded an active elderly couple to 
share their two-bedroom apartment for one day every month. The apartment is used by 
the elderly living in the building as a communal cafeteria and as a place to receive free 
haircuts and medical consultations. The shared space became a gathering ground for the 
elderly to get acquainted with other elderly neighbors in addition to the formal 
community center activities. Happy Family also compiled a food delivery services menu 
around the community and asked different vendors to offer meal plans for the elderly 
with specific medical conditions such as diabetes.  
The goal was to enable elderly members to enjoy various services without 
stepping out of the building. At the same time, this space of association allows 
community residents to voice their concerns and to come up their own initiatives to solve 
community problems. For example, a volunteer service team composed of young and old 
187 
 
 
community residents was formed as a result of discussions in the communal space. This 
space of association had also strengthened the interaction between young and old. 
The director of Happy Community attributed the success of the elderly care 
program at District B to her firm belief in drawing boundaries and negotiating with both 
the government and the community about what the social workers and SWA can or 
cannot do. In this way, boundary-drawing can preserve the professionalism of social 
workers. The director described how she learned to bargain with the government on 
project limitations: 
Many social workers are afraid to bargain with the government or even 
with the CRC. The key is to maintain your professionalism and tell them 
that some of the assigned work is actually not of our expertise and can be 
done better by other professionals. This is because once you promise them 
to do all these tasks, you actually push the organization into a cul-de-sac. 
In fact, if you think that social workers can do everything, in reality, you 
cannot accomplish anything. Some projects might jeopardize pre-
established relationships if they cannot be accomplished perfectly. 
(Director of the Happy Community SWA, personal communication, 
August 13, 2013)   
 
By continuously engage with local communities, Happy Family is able to initiate 
discussion in the associational space. In this space, community members are able to voice 
their opinions, discuss their rights, and design initiatives to enhance community life.  The 
ability to directly interact with community residents is an important source of power for 
SWA. 
 
Potential for Community Change 
In this chapter, I have examined the patterns of interaction between social 
workers, street bureaucracies, and community residents. The five community interaction 
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patterns include: 1) mundane interaction and daily help, 2) instrumental co-optation, 3) 
professional training, 4) government-SWA collaboration, and 5) innovative practice (see 
Table 6.2). I have shown that different SWAs have incorporated similar strategies to 
infuse social work practices and values in community social life, but to what extent they 
reshape community social life from being only minimally engaged to getting more 
involved and mobilizing residents in community participation is in question. While most 
social work interventions concern the improvement of quality of life, effects often take a 
while to become apparent, but changes in the social organization of the community are 
noticeable early on. Therefore, I argue that although the various roles of social workers as 
expected by different social actors may confound their professional development in 
China, with more social workers entering into communities, their interactions with the 
existing community governance structure may re-shape how community services are 
carried out. 
In the current development of the social work professionalization, what 
distinguishes “professional” social work practices from other types of social service is 
often ambiguous. In most instances, social work agencies provide direct services that can 
also be found among serviced conducted by community workers in CRCs or other 
alternative arrangements that serve similar needs. However, drawing on my current 
observations, social workers, providing “substantive services” (shizaide fuwu) with a 
people-centered attitude, distinguish their practice from other street cadres that might 
have performed similar services, but in a more administrative and discriminatory manner. 
Furthermore, the social workers’ professional training and the advantaged structural 
position of the SWAs mediating government and people are two important elements that 
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may allow social workers to engage in interstitial action in the precarious institutional 
environment.  
Even though this chapter shows a generalized category of community interaction 
pattern from six districts, it should also be noted that differential institutional dynamics in 
different localities, as previous chapters point out, may constrain or enhance the strength 
of SWAs and consequently may allow or prevent social workers to engage in certain 
practices. In addition, due to the constraints of ethnographic data, this chapter mainly 
focuses on the viewpoints of social workers. It could be benefit from the incorporation of 
other accounts. 
Because the social work profession and SWAs are still in their developing stage, 
their progress should be followed over time. Further research needs to be conducted to 
examine the extent to which these service-provision NGOs impact local governance 
patterns. With more social workers graduating and licensed each year, the impact that 
social workers and SWAs would bring, to both welfare provision and civil society, 
should be observed over time. 
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Chapter 7 
Conclusion 
 
Nowadays, social workers, whether staffing social work agencies or working on 
local Resident’s Committees, provide various types of social services. Social workers 
provide care to the elderly, hold afternoon school for migrant children, type daily service 
reports, draft proposals for new service projects, counsel troubled families, work with 
disabled individuals, persuade young night drifters to go home, or simply help any 
community members in need. Social workers are a pervasive presence in urban Chinese 
communities. Besides fulfilling welfare demands from the general public, much of their 
work helps maintain social order and resolves social tension. 
In this dissertation, I started with a question: Why does a post-socialist state adopt 
social work as the means to both upgrade its service provision and to govern social 
stability? Empirically, I examine why this central principle leads to multiple models of 
social work incorporation, even within a single city. I conceptualize social work as a field 
that is embedded in the local relational configuration of different structural forces—the 
regulatory and local state, professions, and local social actors. These three structural 
forces interact and intersect differently at a locality to create historically specific models 
of social work (Lo 2002). Therefore, social work, as a project of social service innovation, 
has manifested itself in different forms. 
To explain the peculiar development of social work, we have to trace the temporal 
unfolding of how social work came to its current understanding as a helping profession to 
construct the socialist harmonious society. Also, we must address how some of its past 
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understandings came to influence how social work was incorporated. I trace the meanings 
of “social work” in official media to see when the understanding of social work as a 
helping profession emerged. I discover that before 2006, “social work” meant voluntary 
activities, ideological education, and work outside of one’s work unit. Gradually, “social 
work” came to mean welfare activities or the social welfare provision of state-owned 
enterprises. In 2006, “social work” came to describe professional social services carried 
out by professional social worker with the aim of “Help People Help Themselves” 
(Leung 2007). Social work became the means to social management, to resolve social 
tension, and to provide social welfare, in order to construct a harmonious socialist society. 
Nevertheless, some of the past understandings of social work persist in people’ minds. 
Therefore, in order to propagate what contemporary “social work” means, the media has 
utilized a modified version of the previous understanding of “social work” by describing 
social worker as “Professional Lei Feng.” 
The development of social work is contingent on the relational power dynamics in 
a specific field. One prevalent form of social work incorporation is social work agencies 
(SWAs). Following the discussion of the overarching discourse on “social work,” I turn 
to look at why social work agencies are incorporated so differently in the four central 
districts of Beijing. Based on the configuration of different structural forces and using a 
dataset of 67 SWAs, I categorize the development of SWAs into four types: Central 
Coordination, Contingent Professionalization, Low Institutionalization, and Bounded 
Diversification. In the case of Central Coordination and Contingent Professionalization, 
SWAs are highly controlled by the local state, and local enterprises and universities are 
also involved in building SWAs. Nevertheless, the difference in central coordinating 
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institutions has resulted in different developmental trajectories. For the case of Low 
Institutionalization and Bounded Diversification, control from the local government has 
been relatively more relaxed. However, the different involvement of local actors, such as 
the existing NGOs or local enterprises, has led one district to incorporate few SWAs for 
providing comprehensive service, and for another district to establish many SWAs 
through converting existing service-provision NGOs in the district. 
Lastly, I explore the agency of young social workers to see how these newly 
recruited young social workers establish their influence in unfamiliar communities, and 
what social consequences are brought about by their practices. Based on my ethnographic 
work and interview data, over ninety percent of the frontline social workers do not come 
from the communities they serve. I provide accounts of how these new service 
professionals interact with the existing community service provisions to assert their 
presence as strangers to help organize the community. I also explore the state’s rationale 
behind this organizational innovation to embed social workers in the existing framework 
of community governance. This framework consists of the Street Office, the Community 
Resident’s Committee, and their respective community cadres and workers. Extending 
beyond the state’s blueprint, social workers, in an attempt to establish their professional 
autonomy, have built new relationships with different social organizations, have created 
spaces of associations, and have encouraged the active participation of community 
members which may have important implications for community change. 
As implied in this study of social work, welfare reform is underway in the 
Chinese regime because welfare demands from the citizens is the top source of social 
unrest in China. To manage this potential for social unrest, this policy shift toward 
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building the social work profession has created a space for social entrepreneurs to 
emerge. Social entrepreneurs play an important role in bridging different cultural 
understandings of social work, mediating new knowledge, and bringing in new visions of 
community. Below, I discuss the role of social work in the community and the emergence 
of social entrepreneurs to broker social work as a social service innovation. 
 
The Place of Social Work 
At the end of my fieldwork, in the hot summer of 2013, my friend introduced me 
to two social work graduates, Guo and Liu, now working as "community workers" (shequ 
gongzuozhe) in the community work stations in District Y. These two young girls, both in 
their early twenties, complained to me about their work in the community because of the 
decentralized government’s functions: “Now, I think that the government’s control has 
become so much broader. You know what? The government wants to control everything, 
but people in the center definitely cannot do all this by themselves, and therefore, they 
decentralize all these functions to the community.”206 
Guo and Liu, as licensed junior social workers, managed party-building affairs 
and social welfare projects respectively. Yet, they talked about how their work as “easily-
replaceable work” has attributed to their low status in the community governance 
structure: “Most of the departments in the community governance [at District Y] tend to 
think of [social work] as work anyone can do, and they do not care whether we, [the 
social workers], want to stay or leave.” Their community director told them that because 
                                                
206 Community social workers, interview, August, 6, 2013. 
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social workers in the United States can do everything, such as marriage, law, and 
psychological counseling, and that is why they can get high pay.  
Nevertheless, these two young social workers still have high hopes for social 
work because they believe that social workers can fill in the blanks of various community 
service projects. Guo secretly revealed to me that although it seemed that her community 
had all sorts of welfare services, most of them were superficial, or as she whispered, “just 
an act” (zuozuo yangzi). Therefore, if social workers can come to staff these programs, 
they can strengthen the community service provision by making all these services “real” 
(shi). Guo told me that a more successful SWA in her community could enact what the 
local government wants to do. Furthermore, a successful SWA does not bring additional 
trouble to the already demanding local bureaucratic work. 
In the end of 2014, Guo quit her job in the community to start a consulting 
company for social work with her friends who were studying social work in the United 
States.207 The consulting company hosts visiting programs for interested social workers 
and social work students to visit social service agencies and social work programs in the 
United States. Guo told me that the mission of her company is to “connect overseas social 
work experiences with local reality in China.” This entrepreneurial effort on the part of 
Guo indicates that social entrepreneurs have begun to emerge and have taken advantage 
of the position of social work. 
 
                                                
207 Personal Communication, March 23, 2015. 
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Social Work as a Social Service Innovation 
As this anecdote reveals, the social worker occupies an awkward yet 
advantageous position in the community. As designated by the state, delivering social 
services and maintaining social stability are two fundamental aspects of social work. First, 
social work is a social service innovation to reform existing service delivery models. As 
Jessica Teets (2013: 88) points out that the aim of the project of “community construction” 
(shehui jianshe) is to develop new service delivery mechanisms to reform “an overly 
bureaucratic approach to welfare, a ‘one size fits all’ model that does not actually address 
existing problems.” Social work, as an officially defined profession to “Help People Help 
Themselves,” has come to dominate this project of community welfare reform. 
Second, in addition to service delivery, social workers now carry the mission of 
maintaining social stability. As Ching Kwan Lee and Yonghong Zhang (2013: 1483) 
have pointed out, the Chinese state, as a bargaining authoritarian regime, has shifted from 
“hard campaigns” to “social management” that proposes a “people-centered” and 
“service-centered” local government to resolve a variety social problems at the 
community level in order to prevent social conflicts or protests. Besides staffing the 
social work agencies, social workers like Guo and Liu in the anecdote also work at the 
“community work station” in which “stability maintenance work is of particular emphasis” 
(Lee and Zhang 2013: 1482).  
Lastly, evidence has shown that the promotion of social work as a social service 
innovation has created a space for interested social actors to become social entrepreneurs 
in order to bridge the gap of social work knowledge and to enhance social work practices. 
These social entrepreneurs, as shown in the case of Guo and in Chapter 5, act as brokers 
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to exert influence on the current development of social work. Just like the chain of 
international aid, the practice of social work as a social service innovation is brokered 
through different layers of subcontractors and brokers in the chain of government 
procurement of social service (Watkins and Swidler 2012, 2013: 200). These social actors 
contribute to the continuing diversification of how social work is incorporated and 
understood.  
 
Isomorphic Pressure To Provide For the State 
The trend of the government buying social services has signaled the central and 
local state’s greater recognition of the usefulness of the nonprofit sector to provide for the 
state. Yet, as shown in the case of social work development, the local state is selective of 
which civic organizations or social actors to endorse. In the plan of social management to 
govern social stability, the local state is the main actor to delimit the boundary for any 
civic organization. Jennifer Hsu and Reza Hasmath (2014) point out that the apparent 
loosening of the government’s control on NGOs through social management is a disguise 
of a different kind of repressive co-optation asserted by the local state. They call this 
“tacit sanctioning” (Hsu and Hasmath 2014:522): “The former a strategy of coercion, and 
propaganda falls under the guise of overt sanctioning; that is, the state uses overt 
measures to manage social organizations. In present day China, both central and local 
states are more adept at managing interests that may potentially be detrimental to the state. 
Hence, from this behavior, corporatist measures are taking form.” 
With the widespread development of SWAs in China as the legitimate service 
provider of government-nonprofit contracts, this has created isomorphic pressure for 
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existing or emergent NGOs. In particular, as foreign donors are retreating from China, 
NGOs, in order to cope with the precarious institutional environment, have to find ways 
to engage in collaboration with the local state (Fulda 2012). Securing collaboration 
requires NGOs to first gain recognition from local authorities. To do so, NGOs need to 
improve their professional capacity to better serve a wider population (Hasmath and Hsu 
2014). Professionalization is an important part of this isomorphic pressure for service-
provision NGOs. As Hasmath and Hsu (2014: 946) point out, professionalization refers to 
“having established a respected organizational identity alongside a continuation and 
expansion of service provisions to relevant constituents.” The key to professionalization 
is to enhance the capacity of NGOs to provide social services. 
As I point out in this dissertation, professionalizing service provision, especially 
through social work, provides both opportunity and constraints for NGOs to decide 
whether to succumb to this trend of professionalization. In the following section, I 
discuss some instances in which NGOs have adopted the practice of social work. 
 
NGOs Incorporating Social Work 
Juggling the balance between social service and social advocacy, in addition to 
funding concerns, is a practical concern for unregistered NGOs in China. This has led to 
a dilemma for grassroots NGOs who must decipher whether or not to adopt the practice 
of social work. As Anthony Spires (2011: 12) points out, unofficial NGOs survive in 
local environments by entering into a “contingent symbiosis” with the local governments. 
They do this by meeting certain social welfare needs that the local government does not 
have sufficient resources to accomplish. Under these codependent state-society relations, 
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these unofficial NGOs often present themselves as non-threatening allies to the 
authoritarian regime and keep a low profile without attracting unwanted attention 
(Hildebrandt 2011, 2013).  
From my field observation, the incorporation of professional social work in 
NGOs' organizational practices hinges on the degree of control from the regulatory state 
and the match between social work and the goals of a particular NGO. An organization 
whose work requires the cooperation of the local government and performs some forms 
of direct services, is more likely to incorporate social work practices into their regular 
practices since it is now the legitimate sign of government procurement. For social 
advocacy type of organizations that challenge the state’s established ideology and 
unequal practices, they are less likely to incorporate social work into their regular 
practices to preserve organizational autonomy. However, social workers whose ideals 
align with these organization’s ideals may choose to enter into them by individual will. 
Andreas Fulda (2012: 4) has pointed out that government procurement of social 
services from civil society organizations may benefit some NGOs, especially those in the 
field of service delivery. However, NGOs doing social advocacy will find it harder to fit 
into the scheme of the government buying of social services. On the one hand, 
government procurement of social services may help reduce the government’s welfare 
burden, bring more choices to social services, and institutionalize government-NGO 
partnerships (Fulda 2012: 3). On the other hand, government procurement of social 
services may constrain the development of NGOs doing social advocacy (Fulda 2012: 3). 
In several instances, I have found that for some unregistered NGOs that work on 
service delivery, community building, and education, adopting social work is inevitable. 
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These service-provision NGOs tend to self-align with the state’s interests in order to seek 
more funding. A leader of a women’s NGO providing social services to migrant families 
told me that they have adopted social work practices and recruited social workers in order 
to continue their work as a service-provision NGO. She told me that promoting social 
work was only a strategy to continue their work in the community: “Social work, civil 
society, public interest, feminism, citizenship…whatever discourses we use to talk about 
NGOs are not of my interest. What I am interested in is how these discourses can help us 
better serve women, their families, and their children. Incorporating social work practices 
means that we are reaching out into the communities in need.”208  
Nevertheless, the leader of a NGO advocating for women’s rights opposed to the 
idea of incorporating social work in order to apply for government funding and also to 
gain government recognition. She told me that doing social work is extending the state’s 
interests and resolving possible factors that might amount to instability: “Social work is 
not social movement. Social work is solving problems for the state. Social work is 
defining certain people as problematic from the mainstream state’s perspective. Then, 
[social work] helps solve these potential problems for the state…[Social Work] only 
cares about whether you pose a threat to the society.”209 
While government procurement of social services has implied the trend of the 
increasingly important role of non-state actors in allocating resources and service, the 
case of social work points out that government social service contracting favoring social 
work agencies and service-provision NGOs can homogenize the diversity of NGOs. As 
                                                
208 Interview, March 4, 2011. 
209 Interview, March 15, 2011. 
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pointed out in the above interviews, government procurement of social services has 
already forced many NGOs to incorporate social work as a way of survival. As much 
foreign support is retreating from China, government-nonprofit contracts that over-
emphasizes social services may deprive resource channels for NGOs working on rights 
advocacy or other controversial areas.  
Nevertheless, the fact that many young social work graduates and social workers 
choose to work in NGOs or start their NGOs cannot be ignored. Social worker’s presence 
in the civil society landscape has complicated the understanding of state-society relations 
in China. 
 
Toward a Dynamic Study of State-Society Relations 
 By disaggregating the making of social work in urban China from a state-centered 
approach to a field configured by different social forces, this approach reveals the 
fragmentary and decentralized nature of the Chinese state. In the first chapter, I have 
pointed out how different scholars have described China as an accepting (Wright 2010), 
bargaining (Lee and Zhang 2013), consultative (Teets 2013), contentious (Chen 2012), 
decentralized (Landry 2012), fragmented (Liberthal and Lampton 1992), neo- (Baum 
1996; Perry 1993; Petracca and Xiong 1990; Sautman 1992), resilient (Shirk 2007), or 
soft authoritarian regime (Roy 1994). This study provides an ideal case study on the 
fragmented and decentralized nature of the authoritarian state. I have shown that even 
within a single city, the incorporation of social work has different faces. 
This study of social work further extends the argument that the Chinese state is 
developing indirect forms of social control, such as indirect corporatism and monetary 
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exchange, that promote certain versions of civil society (Lee and Zhang 2013; Hsu and 
Hasmath 2014). My study of social work argues that under the state’s plan, social 
workers not only provide social services, but also govern stability in order to promote the 
harmonious socialist society. 
This study of social work calls attention to state-led social innovations that have 
often been neglected in studies of urban governance, social protest, and civil society in 
China. As I have shown in the preceding chapters, the project of social work, as a state-
led social service innovation, has mobilized different social actors to participate in the 
making of social work. The intermediary position of social work can broaden our 
understanding of the transformation of Chinese state institutions, and also the increasing 
involvement of different groups of social actors. 
Lastly, this study of social work in China can supplement other studies of social 
work in China done by scholars of social work. The transition of the Chinese welfare 
state is always a question to scholars of different fields. While studies of social workers 
in China have characterized their activities as “controlled activism” and 
“governmentality,” I have attempted to restore agency to social workers and argue that 
the promotion of social work has cultivated a group of conscious young citizens who 
have striven to change how people should be treated in China (Leung 2012; Leung et al. 
2012). 
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